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Chapter 1: Introduction to a Novel: Facets of The Picture ofDorian Gray.

"Basil Hallward is what I think I am: Lord Henry what the world thinks me: Dorian is
what I'd like to be--in other ages perhaps," Oscar Wilde says of the characters in his only
novel, The Picture ofDorian Gray (Letters 352). One cannot determine how flippant or
serious he might have been in making that statement, but it nonetheless encapsulates one
of the greatest difficulties in studying Wilde: determining where art and biography
intersect in his works.

The Picture ofDorian Gray has undergone various transformations, from the 1890
Lippincott' s edition to the 1891 novel, a 1945 film, and modem retellings. I seek to show
how Wilde' s life and the application of it to his work has influenced adaptations of The

Picture of Dorian Gray within textual and cultural contexts. Specifically, I shall use those
versions previously mentioned, with a focus on the retelling by Will Self. Whether
through critical reception to the text, as with the Lippincott' s edition, or through
adaptation, perceptions of Wilde influence the competing themes of the story, those of
horror and hedonism. In this case, I define horror as that which is shocking or grotesque,
like the degeneration of Dorian' s portrait. While horror may be connected to sexuality, it
is not a driving force in the audience' s disgust. Rather, sexuality and decadence are part
of the image of hedonism, the philosophy Dorian lives for and finds himself destroyed
by.
The themes of horror and hedonism are inexorably intertwined in nearly all versions
of The Picture ofDorian Gray, but the emphasis shifts as one explores versions beyond
Wilde's texts. The Lippincott' s magazine edition was attacked by critics for its sexual
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overtones, while they become muted in the full novel. Comparatively, modem retellings
focus on sensual subtexts Wilde could not have written about. Many changes are also
present in the 1945 film edition, in order for it to comply with content standards of the
time, leading horror to become the overt theme, with sexuality obliquely referenced at
best. The film is essential, for it shows how even censorship does not change the
fundamental story, and allows for the retention of certain elements through metaphor.
Even in criticism of Wilde's version of Dorian Gray, sex is at the forefront of
understanding the novel. I believe this focus springs from a desire, unconscious or
otherwise, to apply Wilde's life to his work, as it allows for plausible criticism while
attempting to gain a greater understanding of Wilde from his works, thereby conflating
the artistic and the biographical.

The Picture of Dorian Gray lends itself to biographical readings due to its homoerotic
subtext, which becomes somewhat muted from the 1890 Lippincott's edition to the 1891
novel. Indeed, passages from the Lippincott's edition are even referenced during his
trials. Nevertheless, one must not make such connections so readily, for they undermine
and simplify a complex novel. While I feel most critics are right in seeing a degree of
biographical reflection in the novel, over-analysis of this point changes the focus from
one of horror to hedonism.
Indeed, an author so infamous as Wilde nearly invites biographical readings of his
works, although they are normally restricted to The Picture of Dorian Gray, rather than
his various social comedies or short stories. This suggests that while his other works may
not contain characters, plots, or themes that allow for biographical analysis, it seems
more likely that Wilde' s life and the notoriety of his only novel make it a candidate for
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such analysis. The novel itself is not easily quantified either, containing elements of
horror, romance, and wit if not outright comedy, and remains unique among all of
Wilde' s creative output. An oddly personal novel, for Wilde wrote it for his own
enjoyment and cared little whether people thought it moral or not, it remains enigmatic.
Those who apply biographical analysis to the novel, and those who make sly
references to Wilde in their adaptations of his work, must remain wary of applying
archetypes of Wilde to the text or their understanding of it. Most common are the images
of Wilde as martyr or monster, with the former seen in re-imaginings of The Picture of
Dorian Gray and the latter in the 1945 film adaptation. The unfair nature of Wilde's
trials, normally because they occurred in the first place, makes it easy to view Wilde as a
tragic figure. I believe this image subtly influences modern versions of The Picture of
Dorian Gray that include overt homoeroticism, for there is the implication that they are
writing what Wilde would have had he been able to. While such an interpretation remains
reasonable if one views the book specifically in light of its subtexts, it also shifts the
focus ofthe text away from horror. Comparatively, the 1945 film, due to a great deal of
censorship, manages at once to "purge" the novel of a great deal of dark themes and
make them all the more obvious through omission.
As a text that has gone through many adaptations, The Picture ofDorian Gray
remains a reflection of Wilde 's critics as well as Wilde. Whether adapted or critiqued, the
changes made in every incarnation of the text suggest the imposition of images of Wilde
upon the text by viewers. Whether looking at Selfs mix of modern-day, party-driven
hedonism or the insistent censorship of the 1945 film, the same parts of the original text
are referenced each time.
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Chapter 2: Birth of a Novel: the Lippincott's 1890 edition of The Picture of Dorian Gray.

Published in July of 1890, the first version of the text debuted to nearly unanimous
critical scorn. Mostly concerned with the supposed "immorality" ofthe work, these
critics created the first tenuous connections between Wilde's life and works. Even so, this
edition of the text, especially with regard to the changes made between it and the full
novel, retains the most prominent homoerotic subtext of the two. It is even mentioned
during Wilde's first trial, with particularly "suspect" passages being used as "evidence"
of Wilde's immorality. The text, combined with harsh critical reception and Wilde's
place in the public consciousness, made The Picture of Dorian Gray at once popular and
scandalous.
Looking at the countless edits made between this version and the complete novel
suggests readers were overly concerned with the decadence of the book. Changes made
varied from minor deleted lines to the revision or elimination of entire passages,
suggesting the necessity of revision in the face of stringent Victorian censorship.
However, these changes cannot be explained merely by Wilde attempting to create a
more "acceptable" novel. I believe that these edits, which remove a great deal of
homoerotic subtext, are attempts to shift The Picture ofDorian Gray from its position as
an "immoral" book to its place as a morality tale. Even as an act of self-censorship, these
edits seem to have been made for the benefit of critics too concerned with the
"immorality" of the book to see its greater meaning. Wilde's responses to those critics
also enforce this reading, as they often say that the critic has misunderstood Wilde's work
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or is unable to see the beauty in it.
Before examining the critical responses to the text, one must see what changes were
made and how they change the focus of the text. The first of many edits is quite minor,
being the removal of a line where Lord Henry "[lays] his hand on [Basil' s] shoulder"
(175). Donald Lawler adds in his footnote that it is "the first of many such deletions or
rewrites eliminating descriptions of physical contact suggestive of homoerotic behavior"
(175). While these lines are generally subtle, they still caused critics to regard the text as
improper. While Wilde usually excises lines outright, there are times when he removes
only a single phrase from a passage otherwise bursting with unspoken emotion. The
scene where Basil Hallward describes his first meeting with Dorian Gray has only two
main edits, yet loses little without them. "This is [ ... ] incredible to me at times" he
begins, also noting that he doesn 't know " what it means," describing his emotions during
their meeting in rather extravagant and telling terms (177). While the removals suggest
censorship, they also appear to be subtle attempts to shift the focus of the text.
Basil' s worship ofDorian is always suggested in terms of art, suggesting aesthetic
decadence through the connection of art, beauty, and love. Through revision, this idea
becomes less prominent within the text, letting Dorian's experiences and corruption move
to the forefront. This conflation of the romantic and the aesthetic is at once a great theme
of the novel and a way to create subversive writing while arousing less suspicion than
one would with more direct prose. In another omitted line Basil says that "I knew that if I
spoke to Dorian I would become absolutely devoted to him," which reinforces an earlier
line, unchanged in the full novel, where Basil feels that "I knew I had come face to face
with some one whose mere personality was so fascinating that, if I allowed it to do so, it
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would absorb my whole nature, my whole soul, my very art itself (177). While the second
line uses more abstract terms, both reflect the same feeling. Dorian's strange magnetism
also becomes a force working upon Basil, as he is afraid of being "absorbed," in
comparison to the act of being "devoted" to him (177). Even so, the entirety of the
passage remains overt enough for the informed reader to come to his or her own
conclusions without these lines.
One can see the changes and edits as removing redundant or excessive ideas, although
the focus remains, as ever, on the one relationship most likely to invoke critical disdain.
Basil's reactions are often muted, sometimes to the point of being completely different.
For instance, upon learning that Dorian is to be married to Sibyl Vane, Basil "turned
perfectly pale, and a curious look flashed for a moment into his eyes, and then passed
away, leaving them dull," a reaction bordering on the melodramatic (206). Once revised,
however, he merely "started, and then frowned" upon hearing the news, a response far
less likely to draw the attention of the reader (60). Nonetheless, in both cases he declares
the idea "Impossible!," a reaction that remains significantly less suspect when combined
with the revised reaction (60, 206). As with the previous lines, the edits can be seen as
censorship, but also a change of focus, as the book is a morality tale at heart. Basil' s
curious reactions then become only relevant to those searching for them, rather than
being open to any reader. Therefore subtexts still remain, but the text also remains closer
to its focus on Dorian's corruption.
While a variety ofthe edits and added chapters concern themselves with fleshing out
subplots, especially with regard to Dorian and his love Sibyl Vane, most remain focused
on Basil's obsession with Dorian. Aside from occasionally rephrasing an aphorism or

...,
·,

.
.............

.

'

9

~

~~

two, Lord Henry's words and actions are rarely edited, although he presents views on
marriage, love, and society that are more than a little scandalous. However, his status as a
typical dandy--dangerously witty and not to be taken seriously--may have spared him
from censorship. Of course he is not immune, as when, after observing Dorian, he
concludes that " [Dorian] was made to be worshipped," a line absent from the completed
novel that reflects Basil's tendency to describe Dorian in such terms (184). Later, Lord
Henry teases Dorian by telling him that Basil "certainly has romance" in his life, and is
amused that Basil "never let [Dorian] know" about it, and Dorian's response that " I must
ask him about it" remains a moment of foreshadowing excised from the novel (203). The
removal of this particular exchange also keeps the scene from being too focused on Basil,
for the chapter is mainly concerned with Dorian' s love interest, Sibyl Vane, and the
reintroduction of Basil' s interest in Dorian further marginalizes the most important
female character in the book.
By far the most important changes surround Basil' s confession of his reasons for
painting the portrait to Dorian. To read this exchange as anything but a confession of love
seems disingenuous, although love and art remain inexorably connected and so create a
sentiment separate from the supposed "immorality" the Victorian public found so
shocking. However, these edits continue to tone down particularly overt passages while
not completely excising them, again moving the focus of the book back to Dorian and his
portrait while reducing lines that could cause critical suspicion.
To truly understand the breadth of the changes made, one must look at the edits made
from the manuscript to the Lippincott's edition to the complete novel. Basil' s confession
changes from overt love to artistic worship, again suggesting the mingling of sexuality

•I',,

.,

.... ~

.

10

~-:~

and aesthetics. Upon asking whether Dorian saw anything strange in the picture, Basil
wonders is it was "something that filled you perhaps with a sense of shame" (186) in the
manuscript, at once reminiscent of Lord Henry's "dreams whose mere memory might
have stained [Dorian's] cheek with shame" (232) and the undercurrent of sexuality
running through the book. By muting Basil' s confession that " I have worshipped you
with far more romance of feeling than a man usually gives to a friend," and "I never
loved a woman( ... ] I never had time," the complete novel retains the same depth of
emotion without being quite so bold in its assertions (232). Without these lines, Basil' s
emotions are reframed in terms of idolatry instead of personal feeling, emphasizing
Dorian's strange magnetism and perhaps the seduction of corruption. Dorian's sins and
the corrupted portrait suggest the death of Basil's "ideal" Dorian, thereby erasing Basil's
feeling literally--he is appalled at Dorian's corruption--and figuratively--through the later
destruction of the pottrait. "Art conceals the artist far more completely than it ever
reveals him," Basil notes just after discussing his reasons for refusing to exhibit the
portrait, which further complicates the textual and the biographical (233). If Basil is
indeed reminiscent of Wilde, then the concealing effect of art suggests several
possibilities. Perhaps those reading biographically will see what they want to see within
the text, perhaps critics of the text only see those aspects they consider scandalous, or
perhaps only those understanding of Wilde' s many-layered definition of aesthetics will
see the implicit moral of the text. Considering the critical reception of the text, which was
as often negative as positive, reviewers seemed either unprepared or unwilling to
understand the text within a context of aesthetics instead of morality.
In short, these changes appear to come from a combination of the need for censorship
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and critics focused on the "immorality" of the text, suggesting that external forces
prompted Wilde's revisions between the Lippincott's edition and the completed novel of
The Picture ofDorian Gray. The public at large misunderstood The Picture ofDorian
Gray at the time of its publication, and the negative critical responses were especially

harsh. Specifically, "A Study in Puppydom" in The St. James ' Gazette and reviews in the
Daily Chronicle and Scots Observer were particularly harsh in their criticism. Most

stressed the shortcomings of the books, while Wilde' s letters in response emphasized the
ways in which said critics misunderstood his work. I will concern myself only with
negative responses to the text, for the sake of brevity and to avoid overcomplicating an
already complex question of the intersection of culture and morality. While positive
responses existed, and critics like Matthew Arnold presented alternatives to Moralistic
Victorian critiques ,my focus is on negative responses to the text. The critics also created
a new image of Wilde as the dangerous author of a corrupt book, which at once boosted
sales and changed public perceptions of Wilde.
The editor of the St. James Gazette, Sidney James Mark Low, focuses on the
apparently droll nature of the novel and suggests it was written as a bid to gain greater
notoriety. At best a " stupid and vulgar" piece of work, Low suggests that The Picture of
Dorian Gray is badly handled in plot and execution (Low Norton Critical Ed. 333). In

calling the characters caricatures or "Puppies," he attacks the form of the book as overly
artificial (Low Norton Critical Ed. 334). Despite generally sidestepping the issue of
morality within the book, he nonetheless suggests that " Mr. Oscar Wilde has yielded to
the craving for notoriety," and so wrote a deliberately controversial novel in order to gain
attention (Low Norton Critical Ed. 335). Nonetheless, The Picture of Dorian Gray should
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be "chucked into the fire," because it is "corrupt but not dangerous," and " incurably
silly," thereby making it a failure as a work of fiction (Low Norton Critical Ed. 335). It is
his last line, however, that brings up a biographical connection, as he asserts that the only
revelations in the book are "revelations only of the singularly unpleasant [mind] from
which [it] emerge[s]," thereby marking Wilde as a corrupt author (Low Norton Critical
Ed. 335). In this case Wilde's motivations for writing are questioned, but with regard to
his vanity rather than the morality of the book. In terming it "conupt," Low indelibly
changes public views of The Picture ofDorian Gray. In judging the text morally, Low
changes the relationship between readers of his review who go on to read, or avoid, The

Picture ofDorian Gray. He only adds to the image of Wilde's public persona as
scandalous and immoral, for even if the text is not necessarily "dangerous," it should not
be read either.
Wilde's letter remains a cutting reply to unfair criticism, as he deftly deflects the
points made against him. "I am quite incapable of understanding how any work of art can
be criticized from a moral standpoint" he begins, and this sentiment recurs in many of his
letters to critics (Wilde Letters 257). Indeed, it is the amorality of art that is his greatest
defense against claims of immorality, although he is not always successful in promoting
this idea. He goes on to note that "I am tired to death of being advertised," and so writing
for fame or infamy was obviously not a motive, whether critics perceived it as such or not
(Wilde Letters 257). Most notably, Wilde says "I wrote this book entirely for my own
pleasure," and "the real advertisement is your cleverly written article," as it will spur
greater sales of The Picture ofDorian Gray as the public desires to see just how

...

lmtnoral" the book truly is (Wilde Letters 257). Once again, it is Wilde's public persona
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and the image of him as a dangerous author that brings greater interest to the novel than it
would otherwise have received.
Low and Wilde continue this discourse over several letters, wherein Wilde discusses
the proper way to approach a work of art, which remains completely opposed to
conventional methods. Since " [b ]ad people are, from the point of view of art, fascinating
studies," his work concerns itself with the extraordinary and the artistic over the moral
(Wilde Letters 259). Wilde considers his only error in The Picture ofDorian Gray to be
the inclusion of a moral "the prurient will not be able to find in it,' but which will be
revealed to all those whose minds are healthy" (Letters 259). This moral is that "[a]ll
excess, as well as all renunciation, brings its own punishment" (Letters 259). Indeed, it is
precisely the prurient who are unable to properly examine the text, as they are so caught
up in issues of morality rather than literary value. While he notes that Basil is killed for
"worshipping physical beauty far too much," this becomes a trait of"painters," which
presents an image of socially-acceptable artistic admiration (Wilde Letters 259). Low
contends that even though the proper characters are punished for their sins, this
punishment is not good enough because the text "constantly hints, not obscurely, at
disgusting sins and abominable crimes," although without such inclusions the story
would lose its moral (Low Norton Critical Ed. 340). Dorian' s sins are never presented in
great detail, suggesting that readers jumped to their own conclusions. Finally, Wilde
notes that a "critic should be taught to criticize a work of art without making any
reference to the personality of the author," which reflects Low's attacks on him but also
suggests that one should not look at an author' s work to know the author. Above all, this
exchange allows one to see how art and artist were connected in the Victorian mind, and
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the vast preference for particular portrayals of morality in works of the time.
Low's review is just one of many, and manages to remain more tactful than some. A
review in the Daily Chronicle notes that "dullness and dirt" characterizes The Picture of
Dorian Gray, and as it is "heavy with the mephitic odors of moral and spiritual
putrification," reflecting Wilde's assertion that those who do not properly understand the
book attack it for containing improper morals (Norton Critical Ed. 342-3). Indeed, this
review plays upon images of Wilde and creates a vision of him and his work as examples
of "effeminate frivolity" and "garish vulgarity," drawing from The Picture ofDorian
Gray to make accusations about the author (Nmton Critical Ed. 343). These terms in
particular are ones that William A. Cohen considers to be "repeatedly invoked in
criticism as an implicit attack on the novel' s sexual perversion," and so take on their own
coded meanings to dismiss the novel (217). The review also misrepresents the moral of
the story, making it that "man's chief end is to develop his nature to the fullest by ' always
searching for new sensations,"' completely disregarding the obvious morality tale in the
story and sensationalizing it (Norton Critical Ed. 343). The reviewer also makes the first
mention of homoeroticism within the novel, as he complains that Basil "raves about
[Dorian] as young men do about women they love not wisely but too well," easily stirring
up one of the greatest controversies about the book (Norton Critical Ed. 343). While this
suggestion shows that, as Cohen puts it, "the sexual codes of Wilde's work had become
legible to hostile as well as sympathetic readers," it also denotes the fact that "critics were
as incapable as Wilde of making these suggestions explicit," and so neither Wilde nor his
detractors could speak candidly about the novel (217). Considering the importance of
appearance and avoidance of improper insinuations essential to Victorian respectability,
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this review conflates critiques of the text and references to its author. Nonetheless, this
review suggests an inability of the reviewer to understand the text, as he reiterates that the
"true" moral of the story involves the "plausibly insinuated defense of the creed that
appeals to the senses 'to cure the soul' whenever the spiritual nature of man suffers from
too much purity and self-denial" (Norton critical Ed. 344).
Wilde's response is comparatively composed. As with the editor of the St. James 's

Gazette, Wilde restates what he considers to be the true moral ofthe novel, with the
assertion that "I think the moral too apparent," a flippant reply to a critic who so
obviously misrepresented the text (Wilde Letters 263). Even so, this reply emphasizes
Wilde' s conception of The Picture ofDorian Gray, for he puts the moral in its "proper
secondary place" so it does not interfere with the aesthetics of the text (Wilde Letters
263). As art takes its place above morality in the text, it is unsurprising that public outcry
against The Picture ofDorian Gray was so harsh. While contemporary critics are more
adept at seeing the interplay between a work of art and its contexts, the Victorian desire
for art to have a moral ignored such contexts and saw author and text as deeply
connected. Wilde himself notes that "this moral is so far artistically and deliberately
suppressed that it [ ... ] becomes simply a dramatic element in a work of art, and not the
object of the work of art itself," so while the moral pervades the text, it is not the purpose
of the text to be moral (Wilde Letters 263). Admittedly Wilde says nothing with regard to
the reviewer's insinuations regarding Basil, but later revisions and textual omissions
suggest that he was not eager for critics to touch upon the undercurrents within the novel,
whether to protect his reputation to some degree or because the Victorian public would
have nothing to say that was not vulgar. Nevertheless, Wilde' s willingness to respond to
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his critics assured that their assertions never remained unchallenged.
Finally, the response from The Scots Observer remains as myopic as the others. While
short, it contains the most overt defamation of the text and Wilde's character.
Immediately it showcases the tendency to conflate an author and his/her work, as one of
the main objections to the text is that it has " not made sufficiently clear that the writer
does not prefer a course of unnatural iniquity to a life of cleanliness, health, and sanity"
(Norton Critical Ed. 346). The review also does not take into account the necessity of
showing immorality in order to show how Dorian falls into sin, and puts far too much
emphasis on the simple text of the novel rather than its varied subtexts. Additionally, The
Picture ofDorian Gray is suited for "none but outlawed noblemen and perverted
telegraph-boys," referencing the 1899 Cleveland Street scandal, which involved a male
brothel and several eminent men in high society (Norton Critical Ed 346). Obviously this
critique attacks the author far more than the text, and explicitly links Wilde to
homosexuality, only adding to his status as an unwanted outsider in Victorian society.
Indeed, said sordid and oblique references could allow the public to create their own
image of Wilde, making the author and his works just as "poisonous" as Dorian is in the
novel. If the text must reflect the author, as these critics believe, then Wilde has no
chance to escape this critical backlash.
In this case, Wilde' s response sidesteps morality to discuss art, which is as ever
created by the artist for personal pleasure, not public opinion. This is perhaps the only
reply he can make to his critic's accusations, as it avoids admission of guilt or the
appearance thereof, while moving analysis of the text into the realm of art and aesthetics,
which remain infinitely less quantifiable. "This review is grossly unjust to me as an
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artist," he begins, and remains outraged throughout the letter (Wilde Letters 265). He
begins by examining an inconsistency; despite referring to Wilde as "a man of letters,"
the critic insists that he has written the text " in order than it should be read by the most
depraved members of the criminal and illiterate classes," an insult to Wilde's pride and
sense of aesthetics (Norton Critical Ed. 346). Since "such people are unlikely to
understand anything of mine," Wilde implicitly removes himself from the hinted scandal,
although it rings slightly false since he was not adverse to visiting brothels like the one
previously mentioned (Wilde Letters 266). Indeed, for those with an extensive knowledge
of Wilde, his refutations of accusations made against himself or his work may seem
slightly hypocritical, even if they are the only responses he could make. Nonetheless,
they suggest how Wilde viewed his actions, and his connections between beauty, love,
and art elevate him from the sordid views the public would have of him. Also, this shows
the gulf between Wilde's public persona and his private life, for no matter how famous-or infamous--he became, there were some social mores one simply couldn' t cross.
Perhaps the greatest example of the conflation of an author and his/her work and the
creation of a public image of Wilde occurred when excerpts from the Lippincott's edition
of The Picture ofDorian Gray were used at his trial. While nearly all the passages
mentioned were revised when the full novel came out, the previous edition was used,
presumably due to its harsh critical reception. Considering how often reviewers attacked
Wilde's moral character, it is unsurprising that the version of the text so often deemed
sordid, poisonous, or dangerous would be preferred over the revised edition. These
excerpts, taken from Edward Carson's cross-examination of Wilde during the first trial,
show both the absurdity of judging a man through art and the difficulty of changing
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public opinion once it was formed.
Carson immediately attempts to determine the moral value of the text, asking whether
or not it is "a perverted novel," and "no matter how immoral a book may be, if it is well
written, it is, in your opinion, a good book?," which puts Wilde in the position of
defending the text against accusations the Victorian public would not have questioned
(Norton Critical Ed. 355). He remains flippant, and often phrases his replies within the
sphere of"art," as when he explains that a well-written book "produce[s] a sense of
beauty," while a badly written one "produce[s] a sense of disgust," making morality a
question of aesthetics (Wilde Norton Critical Ed. 355). Again he reacts vehemently
against the claim that the text is "perverted," since such claims would only be made by
"brutes and illiterates" and "Philistines," which puts his work above common
understanding and interpretation (Wilde Norton Critical Ed. 355). As with morality,
"properly" understanding Wilde's text becomes a matter of art, as those who
misunderstand it are considered as dull as they deemed Wilde to be dangerous.
Admittedly, this is the only answer Wilde can give, for he could not consider The Picture
ofDorian Gray to be immoral, but it was also too late to defend the morals of the book,
as it had been so frequently maligned. Carson goes on to quote Basil's fust meeting with
Dorian, as it was written in the Lippincott' s edition, before asking if Wilde would
"consider that the description of the feeling of one man towards a youth just grown up to
was a proper or improper feeling," turning the novel' s homoerotic subtext from a matter
of interpretation to an obvious theme (Carson Norton Critical Ed. 357). This connection
to the trial's influences interpretations of The Picture ofDorian Gray, for in being so
connected to sexuality it becomes sensationalized rather than remaining a morality tale
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and horror novel. This is not to downplay the subtexts within the novel, but to note that
particular themes are more apt to be analyzed than others, presumably as a side-effect of
Wilde's trials and notoriety. As seen via the reviews and the use of the text during
Wilde's trial, the issue is not merely what is included within the text, but what those
viewing the text bring to it. The outcry against the text, then, is of interest because it
reflects issues within society, not anything pru1icularly shocking. Necessarily, Wilde
attributes Basil's feelings to "meeting a beautiful personality that was in some way
necessary to his art and life," placing the emphasis not on the body but the individual
personality within it (Wilde Norton Critical Ed. 374). Carson' s reference to the lack of
this passage, alongside Basil's confession to Dorian regarding the painting in the "purged
edition" is particularly telling, as the term is far stronger than " edited" or "revised"
(Carson Norton Critical Ed. 357). It suggests the removal of inappropriate material, rather
than changes made to strengthen the overall story or ru1istic merit of the text. As with
Carson's reading of the homoeroticism within the text, his suggestion of the text as
"purged" reflects the preconceptions he brings to his interpretation of it (Norton Critical
Ed. 375).
As the cross examination continues, Carson attempts to equate Basil' s feelings for
Dorian to sentiments Wilde had for his lovers. Although it seems reasonable in this case
to extrapolate based on The Picture of Dorian Gray and its personal significance to
Wilde, it remains only one of his many works, albeit one with the worst critical reception.
Indeed, the cultural image of Wilde and the text only serve to predispose particular types
of analysis, as Wilde' s edited passages remain subversive within their cultural context.
Again he uses the text as "evidence," by quoting a passage wherein Basil confronts
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Dorian regarding the latter' s reputation and wondering why " is your friendship so fatal to
young men," which remains unchanged between the Lippincott' s and novel editions of
the text and suggests to Carson "a charge of unnatural vice" (Wilde 258, Carson Norton
Critical Ed. 360). The entire passage relates to Dorian 's depravity in general, but Carson
shifts the implicit meaning of the text because he is seeks to find evidence of a particular
vice. In this way he obviously reads into the text, noting that "In my judgment, if the
cased had rested upon Mr. Wilde' s literature alone, Lord Queensberry would have been
absolutely justified in the course he has taken," showing both conflation of text and
author and the danger of extrapolation (Carson Norton Critical Ed. 362). While the aim of
the trial was not to determine whether or not the text was moral, Carson saw the text as
dangerous, a view shared by reviewers and parts of the Victorian public.
Overall, many edits were made between this edition of The Picture ofDorian Gray
and the completed novel, presumably due to its poor critical reception and the manner in
which reviewers interpreted the text. These changes do suggest a degree of censorship,
although many of the omissions remove only blatantly obvious sentiments from passages
already full of implicit meanings. The aim of these changes seems to be to shift the focus
of the text in order to avoid the misinterpretation and addition of individual biases to the
narrative, as critics did. Critics and the reading public acted upon the text as outside
sources, and while some changes were undoubtedly made at Wilde's discretion, others
had to have been influenced by public response to the text. Even the cross-examination,
which occurred several years after the complete novel had been published, surely
changed the interpretation of the text for modern critics.
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Chapter 3: Transformation of a Novel: The Picture ofDorian Gray as a complete novel.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the completed novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, sold
comparatively poorly and was not subject to nearly the same degree of public notoriety.
The edits and added chapters changed the tone of the book, placing a greater emphasis on
the relationship between Dorian and Sybil Vane, as well as expanding upon Dorian's
hedonism. The character of James Vane was also added, thereby introducing several subplots involving his desire to avenge his sister's death. This edition shows a distinct shift
in tone, wherein horror becomes the dominant theme and Dorian's corruption is
presented through material excess and his manipulation of Sybil.
The greatest difference between this version and the Lippincott's edition is the
expansion of the relationship between Dorian and Sybil, thereby creating a larger role for
the only important female character. Her brother James Vane also appears in this edition,
giving Dorian a greater reason to worry about Sybil's death, as her brother seeks to find
the man who wronged her. The five added chapters also add minor characters and
domestic scenes, showcasing Wilde's trademark class and etiquette-based humor and
focusing on interactions beyond those of Dorian, Basil, and Lord Henry. Chapter three,
for instance, shows Lord Henry asking his uncle about Dorian Gray' s past. This addition
gives one greater insight into Dorian's background and suggests Lord Henry's
manipulative nature. At the same time, the discussion of Dorian's background makes him
appear an unfortunate innocent, and so his descent into immorality becomes even more
shocking. This exposition is even slyly referenced, as Lord Henry notes that Dorian's
background "posed the lad, made him more perfect as it were" (33). " A beautiful woman
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risking everything for a mad passion" Lord Henry notes of Dorian's mother, and this
image is reminiscent of Sybil's love, which also ends in tragedy (33).
"There was something terribly enthralling about the exercise of influence" Lord Henry
later says, and this chapter emphasizes the degree to which he manipulates Dorian (33).
Still, "The question of whether Henry' s views here are Wilde's has long been debated,"
says Donald Lawler in his footnote (33). As both character and author are known for their
wit, critics connect Lord Henry and Wilde, and so reflect upon popular images of Wilde.
Lord Henry, however, turns manipulation into an art form, and so suggests the implicit
power of words. His cynical dandy is a familiar character type to those who know
Wilde's plays, yet they do not draw the speculation the novel does. Lord Henry's
manipulation is his only pleasure "in an age so limited and vulgar as our own, an age
grossly carnal in its pleasures, and grossly common in its aims," suggesting both the
common immorality hidden behind the fayade of the Victorian public and the divide
between Lord Henry's view of proper behavior and that of those around him (33). As
with the aesthete, Lord Henry transcends morality through pleasure or art, although he
creates through manipulation. His art is that of influence, and while the dubious nature of
his influence is remarked upon, he never suffers from his transgressions as Dorian does.
Wilde also relates the image of manipulation as artistic when Dorian notes that Sybil
makes her audience "as responsive as a violin" through her acting, again invoking the
image of individuals as instruments ( 66). If the characters of the novel, specifically Lord
Henry, are supposed to be espousing Wilde's views, his use of manipulation at once
suggests the power of those views yet undermines them with the obvious immorality of
the speaker.
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Lord Henry is so often equated to Wilde in modem critique, yet the similar cynical
character type he embodies is found in The Importance of Being Ernest 's Algernon and
An Ideal Husband 's Lord Goring. These men, all charming, witty, and unfailingly

manipulative, suggest Wilde but also remain their own characters. Lord Henry, for
instance, shows how powerful he is by manipulating Dorian, but those words lose their
power for the reader because they are spoken by a character who is obviously immoral if
not an outright villain. Therefore, even if Lord Henry has Wilde's wit, using him as a
mouthpiece for Wilde's views is absurd, as the reader knows better than to be influenced
by him, unlike Dorian. Wilde' s other cynical characters use language and manipulation to
their advantage, but are overall unlike Wilde. Algernon uses deception to his advantage,
as when he disguises himself as is friend 's brother Jack. He has also created an imaginary
invalid friend whom he uses as an excuse to get out of engagements he would rather not
be a part of, and while this double-life may suggest Wilde, it does little more than that.
As Elana Gomel puts it, aestheticism "often acknowledged the ineluctable connection
between the textual author and the physical writer while simultaneously being aware of
their difference," and so Wilde' s texts, Wilde himself, and images of Wilde as author
intersect (78). She goes on to posit that "one of the lessons of the 'talking
cure' [psychoanalysis] is that the psyche exists in, and through, language," and this link
between language and understanding of the self makes Lord Henry's influence all the
more insidious (78). As Dorian' s "self' already exists in limbo between the pure exterior
image of the portrait and his body, the divide between his actions and his motiveswhich have been given to him by Lord Henry----<:reates yet another division within
himself.
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The greatest addition to the novel occurs in chapter five, when James Vane makes his
first appearance and Sybil gains greater importance as a character. In one of the few
chapters not involving Dorian, Basil, or Lord Henry, Sybil becomes more than a mere
love interest; as she shows her love for Dorian, the audience perceives her in and of
herself, rather than through Dorian or Basil. In this chapter she is neither an ideal nor an
ill-advised fling, and her earnestness makes Dorian' s later betrayal of her all the more
cruel. This chapter, coming between Dorian' s discussion of his love for Sybil with Lord
Henry and Basil's shock at hearing about Dorian's engagement to her shifts the focus
from the male characters, allowing Sybil greater agency and establishing the importance
ofthe romance between Dorian and Sybil. As most of the negative reviews of the novel
focus on the homoerotic subtexts in it, this shift can be seen as an attempt to reorient
readers toward the relationship between Dorian and Sybil.
"I am so happy! [ .. .]And you must be happy too! " Sybil exclaims to her mother,
suggesting her childish demeanor and overwhelming love for Dorian (5 1). He is her
"Prince Charming," although he ruins her instead of giving her a new, better life (51). On
her own, Sybil is more than her role as actress or love interest, although she fills the role
of ingenue. As Guy and Small state in Studying Oscar Wilde, her childishness and
tendency toward emotional outbursts suggest "the melodramatic aspects of lower-class
life to which Sybil belongs," as an actress and lower-class girl ( 190). Indeed, this
overemphasis of her innocence contrasts against the handsome but corrupt Dorian and
ties into the Victorian notion of a connection between beauty and goodness. Where
Dorian subverts this idea, Sybil affirms it, although this chapter makes her more than a
Caricature of a sweet young girl. "What do you know of this man?" her mother asks of
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her, suggesting the childish nature of Sybil' s love and perhaps foreshadowing Dorian's
eventual betrayal of Sybil (52). In exploring Sybil' s character, one sees Dorian through
another perspective, and their relationship becomes more than childish infatuation. Like
Dorian, she is unaware of the ways of the world, and is also more likely to be taken
advantage of. His love for her remains fickle, and his spuming of her causes his slide into
corruption.
Admittedly his love for her is prompted by what she inspires in him rather than what
she is, but for a time he loves her deeply. "Harry, Sybil Vane is sacred," he responds
when Lord Henry asks about the nature of his relationship with Sybil, and is determined
to see her as pure and transcendent (45). " When is she Sybil Vane," Lord Henry asks
after Dorian notes her many roles, and then replies "never," showing that what he loves
most about her is her ability to be more than she is (45). This love of an ideal, however,
remains somewhat one-sided without the addition of chapter five, which allows Sybil to
discuss her love for Dorian. This also interjects a female perspective into the novel, albeit
for just a chapter.
Comparisons have been made by modem readers, even in the footnotes ofthe Norton
Critical Edition of The Picture ofDorian Gray, between Sybil Vane and Wilde' s wife
Constance. Admittedly, Sybil does appear to resemble her physically. "Imagine a girl
[... ] with a little flower-like face, a small Greek head with plaited coils of dark brown
hair, eyes that were violet wells of passion, lips that were like the petals of a rose,"
Dorian says of Sybil, and this description is reminiscent of one Wilde used when writing
about Constance (44). In a letter to Lillie Langtry written in early 1884, Wilde tells her

that "I am to be married to a beautiful young girl called Constance Lloyd, a grave, slight,
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violet-eyed little Artemis, with great coils of heavy brown hair," a description that also
fits Sybil (Complete Letters 224). Extending the metaphor becomes problematic,
however, as Dorian's betrayal is unlikely to reflect unconscious feelings Wilde held
toward Constance. While Sybil is childish and unfortunate, her obvious enthusiasm for
Dorian and idealistic talk of love separate her from "grave" Constance. Sybil still seems
reminiscent of Constance at times, as Donald Lawler suggests in his footnote that "there
are echoes in Sybil's speech, reported indirectly here, of the voice of Constance Wilde"
(55). The passage he refers to involves Sybil discussing how her brother, James, ought to
be good and live well, rather than being a rough sailor. While this conversation reflects a
general Victorian view of class, the idealism espoused does not seem characteristic of
Constance.
Nonetheless, these allusions suggest a tenuous connection and only reinforce
conclusions easily drawn from the text. For instance, looking at Sybil' s death as an act of
misogyny and connecting Sybil and Constance seems clear, but instead simplifies
portions of the novel. As the driving force behind Dorian's slide into depravity, Sybil's
death is the death of an ideal as much as a person. She fulfills her role as both a love
interest for Dorian and as an incarnation of the ingenue. At the same time, the
melodramatic tone of Dorian's betrayal makes it difficult to see whether her role within
the narrative is to be taken seriously or not. While as Guy and Small put it, "Sybil's death
may be tragic, but the reader' s ability to respond to her as a victim is consistently
undermined by the novel 's social satire, and more particularly by the flippant way in
which Lord Henry treats Dorian' s emotional entanglement," she shifts between a serious
source of motivation for Dorian and a silly girl who killed herself after being spumed
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(Studying Guy and Small 180). She is a character who evokes both empathy and ridicule,
and shifts from being a caricature to a full character from scene to scene. While there
may be references to Constance within Sybil' s character, drawing overt conclusions
between the two may overlook Sybil's place within the narrative or the character types
she upon which she draws.
James Vane, Sybil's overprotective brother, is a character introduced in the revised
novel. A character missing from the Lippincott' s edition of the novel, he provides an
antagonist to Dorian, and his desire to keep Sybil safe perhaps foreshadows Dorian' s
betrayal of her. As with Sybil he plays upon a common character type--that of the good,
simple working-class young man--perhaps to contrast to Dorian' s upper-class idleness. A
figure rarely connected to Wilde, he fulfills his purpose as a function of the text, rather
than a greatly developed character. Unlike Lord Henry or Basil, James Vane remains an
antagonist to Dorian throughout the novel, thereby adding momentum to the plot. He
remains instrumental in chapters sixteen through eighteen, which were not present in the
Lippincott' s edition. Here Dorian flits through several parties, and this elegance is
juxtaposed against his forays into back alleys and dens of ill repute.
Throughout this edition, decadence and hedonism become the most prominent themes,
alongside Dorian' s corruption. His search for new sensations leads him to despair, as he's
slowly drawn to excess and flouts the boundaries of social convention. "Perhaps one
never seems so at ease as when one has to play a part," he thinks while in the middle of a
dinner party, though he also feels "the terrible pleasure of a double life," implying the
dissonance between playing a part and being entirely exterior, and the effort of keeping
up such a fac;ade ( 135). Themes of concealment and revelation seem easily connected to
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Wilde, but they also call Victorian perceptions of morality and appearance to light. The
image of a "double life" also suggests the divide between public and private life so
essential to the Victorians and Wilde. Nonetheless, Dorian's appearance is enough to
keep others from questioning his goodness; for as Basil puts it, " sin is a thing that writes
itself across a man's face," and as such one can judge the morality of an individual
merely by looking at him/her. This idea makes Dorian's corruption an even greater
affront, as he does not live up to the image of himself he presents to the public (117). As
Lady Narborough describes him, "You are made to be good--you look so good," and this
constant praise contrasts starkly against his inner corruption (138).
Dorian's immorality becomes cemented at the end of chapter 15, where he flrst
searches for a small box containing "a green paste waxy in luster," presumably opium,
before heading out to the docks (141). Here sin becomes a matter of material items and
actions; Dorian's corruption springs not from some innate evil, but from what he does. If
anyone is to blame, it is Lord Henry, whose manipulations and unconventional theories
prompt Dorian to sin. " ' To cure the soul by means of the senses, and the senses by means
ofthe soul,"' Dorian recalls as he makes his way to "opium dens, where one could buy
oblivion, dens of horror where the memory of old sins could be destroyed by the madness
of sins that were new" (142). Dorian loses himself within this "new hedonism" by
seeking experiences with no thought of their ethical consequences.
While focusing on new sensual experiences is a part of decadence, Dorian goes too far
and so is punished for it. Still, he is caught between being one of the immoral people
who, as Wilde says in his letter, "represent colour, variety, and strangeness" and
exemplifying the moral of the novel, whereby "all excess[ ... ] bring[s] its own
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punishment" (Complete Letters 430). Therefore, Dorian embodies both the corrupt
Victorian character who must be punished for his immorality and a daring hedonist living
beyond the bounds of proper society. He is caught between two ideas, as he develops as a
character through sin, thereby gaining "color," but at the same time has gone too far and
must suffer for it.
While Lord Henry leads Dorian down the path toward immorality, Basil attempts to
keep him from it. Perhaps ironically, Basil remains a character analyzed by critics due to
his obsession with Dorian, yet Lord Henry' s insidious influence prompts Dorian's
hedonism and corruption. While equally culpable within the sphere of Victorian morality,
Basil and Lord Henry remain ambiguous characters. Basil attempts to help Dorian
redeem himself, yet remains derided by Victorian critics, while Lord Henry, as a
scandalous dandy, represents an upper-class, banal corruption.
Lord Henry influences Dorian not only through manipulation, but via "the yellow
book" he sends, which Dorian considers "the strangest book that he had ever read" (96).
Here art becomes connected to corruption, and so becomes a way in which to express
ideas or emotions otherwise sublimated in life. For Wilde art is multifaceted, and he
explores the connection between art and life through Lord Henry's book, the image of
Dorian versus the reality of his appearance, and Basil' s conflation oflove and art.
Decadence and the aesthetic then become, in a surprisingly Victorian manner, tools to
teach as much as to present the characters and their actions. As Dorian becomes
entranced with sensation and experiences, so the audience is drawn into the novel via
similarly evocative prose, thereby making the form of the novel follow its function. As it
is, the supposed "yellow book" does not escape the notice of modem and Victorian
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critics. The Victorians in particular appear to apply this label of a "strange" book to The
Picture ofDorian Gray itself, as in the 1980 Daily Chronicle review, which notes that
this novel is "a poisonous book, the atmosphere of which is heavy with the mephitic
odors of moral and spiritual purification," suggesting that The Picture ofDorian Gray
produces the same moral degeneration upon its audiences as Lord Henry's "strange"
book does to Dorian (Author unknown, 343). Described in the Norton Critical Edition of
the text as referring to J. K. Huysmans's A Rebours, the "yellow book's" dense prose,
moral ambiguity, and supposed lack of plot also reflect upon The Picture of Dorian Gray
itself. Like the hero of A Rebours, Dorian studies gems, perfumes, and other curiosities
from around the world in an imitation of the text he finds so fascinating. As he is
entranced by it, Dorian suggests that "one hardly knew at times whether one was reading
the spiritual ecstasies of some medieval saint or the morbid confessions of some modern
sinner," a comment which also aligns with Lord Henry's notion of hedonism as a
philosophy or religion, suggesting Dorian's pleasure-seeking falls between the banal and
the transcendent (98). The "strange" book seems also to have a magnetic influence, as
Dorian replies "I didn' t say I liked it [ .. .] I said it fascinated me," and "there is a great
difference" between the two responses (98). This response seems to reflect upon the
negative response to the novel as well, as the Lippincott' s edition received a greater
readership than the completed novel, presumably due to readers who wanted to see just
how "scandalous" the text was. If one connects the novel to the Victorian idea that an
author is directly responsible for the moral value of his/her work, then the novel becomes
a reflection upon Wilde. While I do see the book as being reflective of the kind of
"decadent" novel A Rebours appears to be, making an exact connection between these
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literal and fictional texts undermines the metaphor of art as manipulation by introducing a
precise reference. This single interpretation denies the idea of the "yellow book" as a
metaphor for the text itself and the influence of The Picture ofDorian Gray on the
general public. While it may present a greater historical reference to readers, this
comparison turns the book into a mere cultural joke, a sly reference to the decadents.
Despite the changes made to the book, its focus on decadence and Dorian' s corruption
does little to absolve it in the eyes of Victorian critics. Supposedly, " Mr. Wilde's book
has no real use if it be not to inculcate the "moral" that when you feel yourself becoming
too angelic you cannot do better than to rush out and make a beast of yourself," and this
"moral" from the Daily Chronicle review implies that literature must uphold pruticular
moral principles (Norton Critical Ed.343). However, the critics again misunderstand the
moral, presumably due to the criticism of society Wilde employs through the novel. As
often as he presents a moral it becomes subverted, and Dorian' s corruption becomes at
once didactic and lurid. Wilde is not endorsing Dorian' s behavior, yet illustrates it in such
detail that critics did not see beyond Dorian's immorality on the page, rather than its
greater purpose. He even drops hints regarding the absurdity and excessive nature of
Dorian' s behavior. For instance, as Dorian works to hide his portrait and, implicitly, his
soul, one of the workers who takes the portrait upstairs notes that it is "Something of a
load to carry," with Dorian remarking ,"1 am afraid it is rather heavy," both phrases that
suggest Dorian' s awareness of his misdeeds and the "heaviness" of a corrupt soul (94).
Nonetheless, Dorian' s descent into immorality outweighs his ineffectual attempts to
live a moral life. He tries to live a good life, but he attempts only to avoid ruining others,
rather than making up for his sins. "I spared somebody," he says of a country girl who
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caught his eye, and "I determined to leave her as flower-like as I had found her," but it is
a futile attempt to make up for his sins (160). Indeed, he does not suffer enough in mortal
life--beyond his own anxiety--to make up for his misdeeds. "He would place his white
hands beside the coarse bloated hands of the picture, and smile," and he "mocked the
misshapen body and the failing limbs," showing his obvious contempt for the salvation or
damnation of his soul (99). While undoubtedly repugnant to a Victorian audience,
Dorian's flippancy is not a sign of the immorality of the text, but rather necessary to
show the extent of his corruption. Still, he is not punished for what he does beyond his
own guilt, and even his death via the destruction of the portrait does not seem adequate
punishment for his sins.
Looking at Wilde requires and understanding of him, his work, and the conventions he
uses, which seem to have been ignored or misunderstood by Victorian critics. Guy and
Small believe "the subversive values of Decadence only become fully visible once we are
alert to the literary tradition with which Wilde was aligning himself," and so the
negativity with which critics responded to the texts suggests a lack of familiarity with the
conventions Wilde uses (Studying 193 ). Michael Patrick Gillespie also suggests that
"adopting a vision of Wilde as an iconoclast threatens to reduce a complex personality to
the level of caricature," and so biographical readings ignore important complexities of the
text (9). Often drawing from the ideology of the Decadents, Wilde suggests the creation
of a "new Hedonism" through Lord Henry and later Dorian, but to conflate character and
author would be to overlook the novel's preface and the fundamental nature of fiction.
Dorian suggests that "The worship ofthe senses has often, and with much justice, been
.
. that "the true nature of the senses had never been
decried' " but at th e same time
posits
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understood, and that they had remained savage and animal merely because the world had
sought to starve them into submission or kill them by pain" (101). This idea seems at
once at odds with strict Victorian morality, but also suggests a need for moderation in
abstinence and indulgence. As the passages continues, it becomes clear that Dorian has
internalized Lord Henry' s theories, which are juxtaposed against the "harsh, uncomely
puritanism that is having, in our own day, its curious revival" (101). While Wilde
undoubtedly espouses his own views through the characters, he also makes it clear that
Dorian misunderstands this new ideology and suffers because of his lack of moderation.
One of the final differences between this edition and the Lippincott's edition the
introduction of the preface, presumably to emphasize further the difference between
Wilde and his works, to diffuse some of the controversy surrounding the text. His
emphasis on the place of the artist within and above the text also suggests a direct
challenge to the Victorian idea of a text being intimately influenced by the author. He
outlines the places of the artist and aesthetics in the text and literatme, and in doing so
separates art from morality.
Best known as being a driving force in the Aesthetic, "art for art's sake" movement,
Wilde placed great importance on the necessity of divorcing art from morality. For him,
"all art is quite useless," as it does not, and in fact should not, serve a practical
Purpose.(3). Art does not exist to educate, and does not need to contain a moral for any
reason beyond the artist's own desire for one. Art is to exist in order to bring beauty to
and inspire the individual, though this is more difficult if the individual is not
aesthetically inclined. He desires for viewers to find "beautiful meanings in beautiful
things," as to do otherwise is the sign of an unrepentantly gauche individual (3). Through
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his lectures on beauty, essays and articles, and short works like the preface to The Picture
ofDorian Gray, Wilde sought to change Victorian perceptions of beauty.

"To reveal art and conceal the artist is art' s aim," he begins, immediately attempting
to dissuade attempts to connect Wilde to his work (3). Art becomes a function in and of
itself, rather than a vehicle for an author's views. As such it does not require a moral,
although Wilde includes one in The picture ofDorian Gray. Then he discusses and
defines the critic: "he who can translate into another manner or a new material his
impression of beautiful things" (3). Therefore, the critic is tasked with not only
understanding the author's intent, which several critics of the text seem not to do, but also
to make this intent more accessible to the general public. At the same time, "the highest
and lowest form of criticism is a mode of autobiography," suggesting that the most
negative critics ofthe text impose too much of their own morality or opinions in their
reviews (3). The image of the critic as a "translator" supports this view, as translation
requires objectivity, rather than the subjectivity inherent to criticism (3). He also makes a
jab at his detractors when he notes that "those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things
are corrupt without being charming," again suggesting the novel has been misinterpreted
(3). Comparatively, if one finds " beautiful meanings in beautiful things," one is
"cultivated" and part of"the elect," and therefore an educated, perhaps worthy reader (3).
The reader or critic must understand not only what the author describes as "beautiful
things," but must also apply his or her own "beautiful meanings" to the text, thereby
making analysis a much less objective process (3). Therefore, criticism requires an
understanding of the author, the text, and the critic' s own opinions, in order to create
criticism free of moral judgment. In this way, criticism reflects on the ability of a text to
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convey its message, not the message itself.
By far the greatest assertion Wilde makes is that a book is "well written or badly
written," rather than moral or immoral. With morality no longer a part of "proper" or
"acceptable" text, detractors were less able to use elements they found objectionable
against Wilde. As most of the objections to the text came from the supposed immorality
of its contents, this complete removal of morality shifts the manner in which the text is
approached. Once creating a sense of beauty in the reader becomes the most important
aim of the text, criticism must be reformulated to address different values, and so the text
prompts subversion through suggesting alternative modes of analysis or criticism. If "the
morality of art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect medium," as Wilde says, then
"good" art is measured through aesthetics and conveying its meaning, but not necessarily
the conveyance of a didactic message (3). Artistic tools then become "thought and
language" and " vice and virtue," thereby allowing the expression of ideas with an explicit
focus on the aesthetic or emotional response created in the reader with them (3). Wilde
suggests that "no artist has ethical sympathies," since such a sympathy " is an
unpardonable mannerism of style," and as such reflects upon the author rather than the
story which is being told (3). Comparatively, he reiterates the idea that "no artist is ever
morbid," and that the artist " can express everything," and so these ideas refute attacks
made on the text (3). Once a text is analyzed aesthetically instead of morally, there is no
reason to include or exclude actions or characters that might be offensive, provided they
further the story. Dorian has to commit murder and blackmail in order to cement his
moral bankruptcy, whether or not those actions upset the reader, and to censor such
passages would lessen the emotional impact of the text. As Michael Patrick Gillespie
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suggests with regard to Wilde and' the disputes he had with various reviewers, one can
obviously see "his sensitivity to the limits of public tolerance and a concern to prove that
he bad not overstepped those limits" (Gillespie 9). Therefore, even as he presents the text
85

deliberately divorced from Victorian morality, Wilde also works to keep it sensational

without turning readers off the book entirely. Even with its moderately prominent moral,
The Picture ofDorian Gray is set aside from many explicitly moralistic Victorian texts

through the preface and its construction as an aesthetic text rather than a moral one.
"It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors," Wilde says, suggesting that

those who presented egregiously negative critiques of the text brought too much of their
own views to their criticism (3). In viewing art as a function of the spectator, art does not
mirror the author either, again shifting focus away from Wilde's character with regard to
the text. The emotional and intellectual responses prompted by art also reflect the
spectator, as they are dictated not only by the work in question but also the experiences of
the spectator. While art and life are inexorably interconnected, the interplay between art
and spectator allows for a new way to see the text. Ending on the idea that "all art is quite
useless," Wilde deliberately removes critics' power by reframing the text as an exercise

in aesthetics and removing it from its moral-cultural context (4).
The completed novel of The Picture ofDorian Gray presents a slightly different tale
than the Lippincott' s edition. Its greater focus on Sybil Vane and Dorian' s moral
corruption emphasize the image of the text as a didactic narrative. The preface in
Particular is an unabashed response to negative critical responses, for it at once attempts
to remove the ability to condemn the text based on its morality and emphasizes an image
ofthe text as an aesthetic exercise. As Dorian' s moral degeneration gains greater focus,
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Lord Henry's corrupting influence likewise becomes more obvious. However, while his
words may occasionally reflect Wilde's theories, it is Dorian's improper application of

them that leads to his downfall. Although not as successful as the Lippincott's edition, it
nonetheless remains a clear response to critics.
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Chapter 4: Adaptation of a Novel: Dorian Gray on-screen.

Released in 1945, the script of The Picture of Dorian Gray suffered many edits when
compared to the original text, whether lines were changed to remove sexual overtones or
religious references were removed. While part of this censorship is an effect of the Hay' s
code and other film standards of the time, the particular changes made suggest the
removal of homoerotic overtones so often connected to Wilde. Still, the connection
between author and text shifts in the film, as Wilde moves from a man separate from his
text to becoming a part of it. A voice-over narrator is included in the film, and while
never named, the script reveals him to be Wilde. This voice-over-Wilde makes
proclamations about the film and the morality of its characters that fit 1940's sensibilities
more than Wilde's own. Even so, the inclusion of references to Wilde and his other
works raise the question of whether the narrator is intended to be Wilde himself, or
Wilde-as-Character, who would obviously be influenced by screenplay writer Albert
Lewin. Shifting from text to screen involves adaptation, yet this incarnation of the text
has been influenced by the time in which it was created to such an extent that it removes
many of the subtleties of the original novel.
Rather than including any part of Wilde 's preface, the film opens with these lines
presented as text on a dark matte background: "I sent my soul through the invisible/ Some
letter ofthat after-life to spell:/ And by and by my soul returned to me,/And answered, ' I
myself am heaven and hell. ' " This line comes from "The Rubaiyat" by Omar Khayyam, a
long poem on life, religion, and the state of the soul. It is also a poem about love, and so

its inclusion makes Dorian's doomed love for Sybil and later relationship with Gladys all
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the more tragic. He explores questions of what duties one must fulfill to live a good life
and the afterlife, and in doing so the line used becomes a reflection of Dorian' s joumey.
The lines just after describe heaven and hell as "Heav'n but the Vision of fulfill'd Desire,
And Hell the Shadow from a Soul on fire," adding to the image of Dorian as a hedonist
(268-9). While heaven here involves the fulfillment of desire, Dorian goes too far and so
loses his soul entirely. Rather than beginning with the preface and its discussion of
aesthetics and the purpose of morality in art, this line instead comments on the state of
Dorian's soul. The preface of the novel made its moral less overt, as it divorced the moral
from the aesthetic, while here it is blatantly reinforced. It also suggests the universality of
his fall, as all people have heaven and hell within them, and they are self-made, like the
hell to which Dorian slowly succumbs.
Through the addition of natTation, the film changes the relationship between Wilde and
The Picture ofDorian Gray. The second scene marks the introduction of this voiceover,

which is characterized in the scene notes of the screenplay as "the voice of a narrator the voice, we must suppose, of Oscar Wilde himself," and while no direct confirmation is
given in the film, the script refers to the narrator as Wilde from there onwards (Lewin 2).
This use of not only a narrator to explain the story, but also to be aligned with Wilde
himself gives the narration a particular weight, as it is presumably extrapolated from
Wilde's own views of the text. Still, screenplay writer and director Albert Lewin presents
his own view of the text through the voiceover, mainly by adding obvious exposition or
foreshadowing that simplifies Dorian' s motives and moral quandaries to the film. While
the audience is never made aware of the supposed identity of the narrator, the fact that he
is so named in the script suggests Lewin's intent to have "Wilde" explain the text to some
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degree. Instead of Wilde's dense prose, the audience instead gets various synopses about
the characters and their actions, thereby explaining parts of the text that are left somewhat
more ambiguous in the novel. While these additions may serve to inform viewers who are
not familiar with the original novel or add emphasis to the actions of the characters, they
instead remove Lord Henry's moral ambiguity and make Dorian's sins more obvious.
For instance, the narration makes Lord Henry's status as a dandy and an immoral man
becomes immediately obvious. It states that
"Lord Henry Wotton had set himself early in life to the serious study of the great
aristocratic art of doing absolutely nothing. [ ... ]He lived only for pleasure, but his
greatest pleasure was to observe the emotions of his friends, while experiencing none
of his own. He diverted himself by exercising a subtle influence on the lives of
others" (2).
Rather than leaving the audience to understand Lord Henry' s character, it is
introduced alongside him, and so his role in the plot becomes far more obvious. He is not
merely a languid, extravagant man smoking cigarettes, as in his first appearance in the
novel; his position as a scandalous and immoral man has already been established for the
audience. His pronouncements on finding a new hedonism become simply an attempt to
entrap Dorian, rather than seeming to be plausible, if not outrageous theories on life. The
narrator calls Lord Henry's speech to Dorian, which involves the praising of youth and
hedonism, "the praise of folly," and while Lewin sees this as being in-character for
Voiceover-Wilde, it seems an odd judgment for him to make (Lewin 13). In the novel
enough characters comment on Lord Henry's " scandalous" theories to suggest they are
absurd, but Wilde never condemns him merely for speaking. To do so would conflict
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with Wilde' s view that "there is no such thing as a moral or immoral book," and so Wilde
as an author should not pass judgment on Lord Henry, as he reiterates in the preface the
necessity of separating an author form his work (Wilde 3).While the reader is supposed to
consider Lord Henry to be an immoral, manipulative character, here he is completely
revealed to the audience. Therefore, his complexity diminishes, until he slips from
possible antagonist to outright villain.
However, these changes had to have occurred, since the film was still subject to the
1930's Motion Picture Production Code, or "Hay's Code," to govern content. Turning
Lord Henry into an obvious villain is part of one of their first tenets, which states that
"No picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards ofthose who see it,"
and so "the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime,
wrong-doing, evil or sin" (Hays). Lord Henry must be a more conventional villain, since
his ambiguity would run counter with film censorship at the time of production. Dorian's
wrongdoings must also be downplayed, for even though he' s punished, his sins "must not
be allowed to appear so attractive that the audience's emotions are drawn to desire or
approve so strongly that later the condemnation is forgotten and only the apparent joy of
sin is remembered" (Hays). The filmmakers had to show Dorian's sins, but did not want
to make them too compelling to the audience.
This censorship also accounts for the removal of particular passages, most notably
those that contain homoerotic overtones. In particular, the code begins by recognizing
"impure love," and while it does not defme this concept beyond calling it "that which
society has always regarded as wrong and which has been banned by divine law," one
can presume it refers homosexuality (Hays). Above all, the Code states that it "must not

.
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be presented as attractive and·beautiful," and so Basil's worries about the portrait, which
are suspicious at best, become completely unsuitable for the film (Hays). Basil attempts
to redeem Dorian later in the film, and he is always shown to be a sympathetic character,
but because he is supposed to be viewed as sympathetic by a 1940's audience, loses his
obsession with Dorian. The addition of the character of Gladys as an attempt to add a
greater female presence to the film seems to stem from this censorship as well, although
it is not the only reason for her existence. She also gives Dorian a secondary love interest,
and his conflicted relationship with her makes Dorian sympathetic to the audience at a
time when he has becomes almost completely corrupted. As discussed below, she sees
Dorianjust after the portrait is completed and just after it is destroyed, so she becomes a
witness to his corruption alongside Basil and Lord Henry. But as a love interest and an
innocent, the fact that Dorian can manipulate her in spite of the portrait makes him even
worse in the eyes of the audience. Censorship has undoubtedly changed the text, and
while these changes may have mollified 1940's audiences, they removed aspects of the
novel that added to its complexity.
Lord Henry is also marked as an overblown villain in other ways, as when he is shown
to have read Charles Baudelaire's Les Fleurs du Mal, which is concerned with the evils
of humanity. It is also influential in aesthetic theory, and so its inclusion becomes an
intertextual reference to Wilde's critique of aesthetics in The Picture ofDorian Gray.
This decadent text becomes an insidious marker of Lord Henry's influence, but also
represents Dorian's corruption, and as such is critiqued as a symbol of hedonism. Much
like the Yellow Book, Les Fleurs du Mal shows that Lord Henry's theories extend
beyond himself and are part of a philosophy, albeit an " immoral" one. He even stuns and

.
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the way he ensnares Dorian with his words. In particular, the image of the butterfly
fluttering in a shallow bowl of liquid, presumably something to stun or kill it, is
superimposed over an image of Dorian to further emphasize this point. He does not have
this hobby in the novel, and the image of a manipulative man collecting and pinning
butterflies is often used to suggest such a person treats people the same way. As a visual
shorthand, it marks Lord Henry as a particular type of villain, and to reduce him to any
character type removes his complexity. As with Les Flaues du Mal, Lord Henry
possesses the Yell ow Book as well, and Basil notes that he has given it to Dorian. Basil
denounces it in proper Victorian fashion, saying " it's vile, evil, corrupt, decadent. I detest
it," and so attacks the book on moral grounds (76). The ways in which both men
approach the book suggest their moral character, for Basil hates it while corrupt Lord
Henry thinks nothing of giving it to impressionable Dorian. Dorian's response to Basil,
however, is to tell him that " [t]here is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book.
Books are well written or badly written. That is all," and so makes use of Wilde's words
from the preface of The Picture ofDorian Gray (76). While Wilde uses this particular
quip as a defense against the authors who accused the text of immorality, here it becomes
Dorian's defense of immorality instead, as in this case the Yellow Book is shown to be an
obviously poisonous text. As with the other inclusions of Wilde' s quotes, their meaning
is shifted, in this case nearly reversing it. Originally used to present Wilde' s views of
aesthetics and literature, the line is no longer a suggestion for people to look at art
without applying one' s own morals to it, but instead it becomes an excuse for a book to
present clearly immoral views. As Dorian uses it to justify his own wrongdoing, the quote
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loses its context. Basil prompts Dorian a different book instead, "'The Light of Asia' -by
Sir Edward Arnold," identified by Dorian as the story of the Buddha. The introduction of
these two competing books implies that Basil and Lord Henry are obviously good and
evil, as opposed to their far more nuanced depictions in the original text.
In the film, the character of Basil also changes, as his obsession with Dorian is
downplayed to the point of nonexistence. When describing his reasons for not exhibiting
the pm1rait to Lord Henry, he says that "whenever Dorian poses for me, it seems as if a
power outside myself were guiding my hand," and that the painting seems to have "a life
of its own," thereby giving it a mystical air (8, 78). No mention is made by Basil of "the
secret of my soul" or the idea that the portrait has "too much of myself in it," or any of
the reasons from Wilde's original novel ( 10, 15). While the implication is made that there
is something unusual about the portrait, it has nothing to do with Basil's feelings at all.
He barely even mentions his first meeting with Dorian, let alone the strange nervousness
that came over him and his worry that Dorian 's personality would overtake and subsume
his own. Here Dorian is still a muse to Basil, but simply because his presence exerts some
strange, mystical influence on him, rather than as a result of his beauty. While it is
possible that this influence is meant to suggest Dorian's power over Basil, it is too subtle
to make up for the changes made. In an obvious act of censorship, the changes made to
this scene almost completely remove the homoerotic overtones in the original novel.
From the edits made in the Lippincott's magazine edition ofthe text to those made here,
it becomes obvious that readers have been editing The Picture ofDorian Gray ever since
it was first written.
These overtones are excised in other ways, mainly omission or by changing particular

.

45
~

;.. (~~

word choices. For instance; when Basil discusses Dorian's reputation, he asks " why are
your fr

iendships so fatal to people" while in the original text "young men" takes the place

of "people" (Lewin 109, Wilde 117). The rest of Basil's statement remains true to the
text, if not compressed, as he mentions "that wretched boy in the Guards who committed
suicide[ .. .,] Adrian Singleton, and Lord Wayne's son," who have all been ruined by
Dorian (109). While Lewin suggests that "the wretched boy in the Guards was so
insanely in love with a woman, he felt he couldn't live without her" and that "Wayne's
silly son marrie[d] a woman no one will receive," the original says nothing of women
(1 09). Instead, Wilde writes that "you were his great friend" regarding Dorian and the
"wretched boy" (117). He is also implied to have caused Adrian Singleton' s " dreadful
end" (Wilde 117). By comparison, in film Adrian is later seen in one of the seedy taverns
Dorian later frequents, so he is ruined--but not dead, at least. Therefore, changing the first
sentence seems a poor way to remove any homoerotic overtones from this particular
passage, as they are implicit in the entire paragraph. Still, it seems enough to have
prevented further censorship. Here the conversation between Dorian and Basil changes,
as the use of the word "people" suggests women alongside men, and this change, like the
inclusion of Gladys, seems an attempt to insert a greater female presence into the film in
order to downplay the homoerotic overtones of Wilde's original novel. For Dorian's
friendships to be particularly fatal to young men implies he seeks them out or attempts to
destroy their reputations specifically, for while both film and novel imply he has ruined
various women, the men are given greater importance by both narratives. Even with the
inclusion of more women, the focus remains on men.
The changes made to the emotionally charged scene where Basil tells Dorian of his
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reaso ns for not exhibiting the painting make it little more than a conversation, and this
editing removes much of the power of this scene and its homoerotic overtones. Without
Basil's confession his reason for not exhibiting the portrait becomes ill-defined, and the
scene loses some of its tension. While the setup for the scene remains the same, Basil
says that his first motivation for not exhibiting the portrait was that "At that time the
painting bad a strange fascination for me. It seemed almost to have a life of its own. It
affected me so much that I felt I could not let it be seen publicly." While the film
acknowledges that the portrait meant a great deal to Basil, the reason it cannot be
exhibited is because of some strange influence within the portrait, perhaps even a
supernatural force, but no more than that. He goes on to ask if Dorian saw anything
unusual in the portrait, " [s]omething that probably at fust did not strike you but that
revealed itself to you suddenly," but once Dorian a:ffums that he did indeed see
something, the matter is dropped (79). Again the supernatural aspect of the portrait
becomes the only reason for it to seem "strange," with Basil's particular interest in
Dorian being ignored entirely. Basil' s "idolatry" remains almost completely excised from
the film, presumably due to censorship of the time.
Lewin's screenplay even add various minor characters, including giving Basil a sister
who is dead and a little girl named Gladys who is presumably her child. The young girl
adds a "G" alongside Basil' s signature as the portrait is completed, and this signature
later becomes extremely important. She also engages in a short discussion of Dorian, sure
that, as she puts it: "Dorian won't change - Dorian will stay just as he is until I'm grown,
won't you Dorian?" (15). These lines combine childish innocence with foreshadowing, as
Dorian will obviously remain eternally youthful. She meets him later in the film, finds he
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ofber character takes away some of the subtlety of the original text, as she emphasizes
Dorian's eternal youth when it should be otherwise obvious to the audience. It also
emphasizes the passage oftime, although the inclusion of James Vane accosting Dorian
years after Sybil's death also shows the passage of time and is adapted fairly faithfully
from the novel. The fact that she is never suspicious of Dorian's youth, despite knowing
him since she was a child, brings to light a minor plot point that the original text simply
dismisses. With Gladys, the audience questions the idea that no one ever wonders about
Dorian's surprising youthfulness, which has always been an implicit result of his
supposed goodness. Perhaps her ignorance of Dorian' s eternal youth is meant to suggest
her blind love for him, as she is so charmed by his appearance she allows him to
manipulate her.
Gladys also remains a minor foil to Sybil, but in doing so she reduces Sybil's
importance as Dorian's first, greatest, and implicitly only love. While he dallies with
women as he grows corrupt, none of them affect him in any way, unlike Sybil. With
Gladys, the audience is expected to accept that she might be able to redeem him, although
she is not shown to have any qualities he might admire or seek to emulate. The voiceover
simply tells the audience that "there was one person toward whom he found it difficult to
be insincere," yet Gladys is never shown as inspiring sincerity or morality in Dorian at all
. When she is first introduced as an adult, she sings Sybil's song, "Little Yellow Bird,"
which immediately presents her as an imitation of or rival to Sybil. She obviously loves
him, though he is indifferent to her, and tells Basil she will ask Dorian to marry her.
Rather like Sybil and her protective brother James, Gladys has a suitor, David, who
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overhears her and tells her to .avoid Dorian. Like Sybil, Gladys will be destroyed by
Dorian, and in the film they are both ruined by his manipulation of them. These
similarities further the image of Gladys as a second Sybil, a woman who will try to
redeem Dorian, although it is futile for her to attempt it. However, this character has no
place within the plot, as she disrupts the metaphor of Dorian's cruelty to Sybil as a
driving force behind his corruption. While she is more a girl to toy with than a true loveinterest, she only serves to emphasize Dorian's corruption. She may have a place within
the film, but was not included in Wilde's novel, and serves mainly to emphasize Dorian's
cruelty and add another woman to the cast.
In the film, Sybil Vane herself also changes, becoming a singer at "The Two-Turtles"
pub instead of a low-class, but Shakespearian, actress. As an actress and singer of simple
songs, she is always no more than Sybil, as opposed to taking on the iconic roles for
which Dorian loves her. She does not inspire Dorian, and so he has little reason to love
her. In Wilde's novel, Lord Henry asks Dorian, " When is she Sybil Vane?" (47). Dorian
replies "never," and therefore he loves her for being more than an everyday woman (47).
Indeed, the fact that he rejects her once she's revealed to be just a woman means that, as
Judith Halberstarn posits in her exploration of surface and depth in Wilde's novel, "when
the boundaries between the spheres of art and life are drawn that desire, for Dorian,
disappears" (63). Even historian Steve Haberman notes in the DVD commentary that
Dorian's love for Sybil is a reflection of Aesthetic theories, since "he loved her surface,
he loved her art" and not the person she truly is. At the same time, Ronald R. Thomas
posits that "the theatrical impersonations of the music hall made her, like him, then, into a
vulgar spectacle," and so Sybil must retain a certain low-class charm in order to retain the
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illusion Dorian loves her for (193). However, in the film she is no more or less than
Sybil, and his love for her seems purely based on her beauty and purity (Commentary).
Haberman calls her " haunting and innocent," while the actress who played Sybil, Angela
Lansbury, characterizes her as "a true innocent" (Commentary). This change also takes
away what little class Sybil has, as she does not even speak the words of Shakespeare.
Without them she cannot inspire Dorian. In fact, in the film Dorian shows off his own
artistic talent, as he plays the piano for her when he first meets her backstage. He remarks
of the piece that "Frederic Chopin wrote it- for a woman he loved. Her name was
Georges Sand," and this statement regarding the pianist Georges Sand, who dressed as a
man and wrote under a male pseudonym, has a particularly sexually ambiguous
undercurrent. While perhaps an attempted analogue to Dorian' s description of Sybil when
she is disguised as a pretty boy in As You Like It, the allusion to a woman who takes up a
man's name and clothes seems incongruous when applied to this incarnation of Sybil.
Although the film makes these allusions to androgyny, Sybil is instead an example of
conventional feminine purity and beauty, rather than being at all artistically inspiring to
Dorian.
Instead of acting, she sings a song of a canary in a golden cage that falls in love with a
sparrow. The canary wants the sparrow to live with him, but she has no desire to be caged
up and would rather stay out in the cold. The image of the sparrow may even be a very
subtle reference to Wilde's short story The Happy Prince, wherein a sparrow befriends
the statue of a gilded prince, and performs good deeds on the prince's behalf. Of course,
this song foreshadows Dorian's love for and use of Sybil, as she becomes drawn into his
golden life. As beautiful and rich as he is, she would, like the sparrow, be better off
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without him. This becomes especially true when Dorian takes Lord Henry's advice to
ruin Sybil by asking her to sleep with him before they are married. Lord Henry sees it as
8

test of virtue, for if Sybil were to reject the advance, then Dorian ought to many her, as

she has proved her purity. This experiment presents Lord Henry as gauche and corrupt,
and while Dorian immediately finds it despicable, he nonetheless puts the plan into action
later to assuage his curiosity.
Instead of rejecting Sybil for acting badly and killing his artistic love for her, he does
so because she does sleeps with him when he asks. While he only asks because Lord
Hemy put the idea into his head, Sybil responds honestly, and he reacts coldly to her.
Lewin's script directions read that "[s]omething forces him to pursue the plan to its brutal
end," suggesting that Lord Henry's influences are working upon him (56). Sybil is caught
between her love for him and her virtue, and eventually gives in. As she returns to Dorian
and throws herself into his arms, the camera pans to "the Egyptian cat, looking on with
mysterious eyes" (57). This cat, which Lord Henry calls "one of the seventy-three great
gods ofEgypt," is implied to have granted Dorian' s wish regarding his portrait and so
adds a sinister mood to the scene (18). The cat also appears in the portrait itself, and so
seems a link between the supernatural portrait and the reality of Dorian's life. Indeed,
rather than being a simple result of Dorian's soullessness and conuption, here he seems
almost to be acting under the influence of the cat.
Alongside the cat, the fact that the portrait is the only element in color in the entire
film is another change that makes the painting even more of an overt symbol of Dorian' s
soul. As it changes, the painting becomes distorted and lurid, with its already bright
COlors becoming vivid. Ronald R. Thomas notes that "Lewin shot certain scenes that
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showed the portrait, when viewed from Dorian's perspective, to appear in brilliant color,"
which suggests Dorian's obsession with the surface appearance ofthe portrait (195). It
also implies the reality of the soul in contrast to the black-and-white world, as Dorian' s
search for new sensations and pleasures brings him only destruction. It reinforces the
image of the portrait as "a motion picture," as Thomas characterizes it, especially when
Dorian kills himself by stabbing the portrait (198). At the same time, the use of color, as
Thomas puts it, " calls attention to the portrait's status in the novel as foreshadowing the
dawn of a new media for a new era," and in doing so reflects Lord Henry's proclamations
regarding new sensations and modes of being (198). Therefore, shooting the portrait in
color not only makes it more shocking to the audience, but allows it to reflect upon film
as a medium and the importance of the soul.
Lord Henry' s influence over Dorian is also overstated through this plan, as it is
obviously immoral. He continues by writing a letter to Sybil detailing how she, in
yielding to him, has destroyed his love for her and by proving her to be an impure
woman. Most notably, the letter contains Dorian' s proclamation to " live only for
pleasure," and his admonishment that "if this leads me to the destruction of my soul, then
it is only you who are responsible" (58). Comparatively, he dismisses her in the original
text because her poor acting has caused him to see her not as a muse but as simple Sybil,
a low-class girl who inspires nothing in him. This change from the original novel makes
Dorian's intent to live for himself obvious, thereby robbing him of a degree of
complexity. It also occurs earlier here, rather than having being a response to the changed
POrtrait. This change is particularly emphasized in the film, with various reiterations of a

"I
ook of cruelty" spoken by the narrator several times, making it obvious that Dorian has
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committed a great sin (62).
Most notably, the scene where Dorian tells Basil of his intention to marry Sybil Vane
is completely changed. Basil' s negative and emotional reaction to this revelation is
muted, and in doing so dismisses his concern for an obsession with Dorian. He happily
encourages the marriage immediately after meeting her, and confines his criticism of her
to a private discussion with Lord Henry, instead of telling Dorian his opinion of her. At

first Basil is appalled, but his reason for objecting to the marriage is merely that "it would
be absurd for Dorian to marry so much beneath him," rather than any particular personal
sentiment he has regarding the match. He does attempt to dismiss Dorian' s interest in
Sybil as "some silly infatuation," as in the original text, but he soon drops this negative
opinion to praise her heartily. "This marriage is quite right," he begins, adding, "I didn't

think so at first, but the moment we met her, I was convinced," and so he has been won
over by Sybil's charming innocence (51). Indeed, this emphasis on her purity is echoed
by Dorian, who tells Lord Henry that " Sibyl has made me forget your poisonous
theories," and so attempts to live a better life (50). Nonetheless, this turns out not to be
true, as those theories overtake Dorian completely and prompt him to sin. Sybil cannot
change Dorian, as it is his cruel response to her that causes his slide into immorality. His
cruelty to her makes the portrait change, and so she is instrumental in his fall.
Even Dorian's implicit deal with the devil is changed in the film, for while he gets his
Wish to remain forever young, no mention is made of his soul. Instead, he makes his wish

Dear the statue of an Egyptian cat, prompting Lord Henry to tell him " [y]ou oughtn't to
CX))ress such a wish in the presence of this cat, Dorian. It is one of the seventy-three great
&ods of Egypt- and is quite capable of granting your wish" (18). While this change
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suggests the Victorian love of'the exotic, it also removes a subtle religious element from
the film, as having Basil implore Dorian to pray after seeing the twisted portrait loses
some of its impact if Dorian is not damned. The cat later appears in Dorian's house, and
it startles Sybil when she sees it. Dorian's response is to quote several lines of poetry
from Oscar Wilde's "The Sphinx," a completely new addition in the filmic text. For
Wilde to quote one of his own poems within The Picture ofDorian Gray would be sheer

vanity, but here it brings Wilde's presence as an author to the surface. As with the
narration, this addition suggests Wilde as both author and a force within the film, one that
guides interpretation and makes the audience aware of the story's status as a morality
tale. Dorian goes so far to tell Sybil, at her request, that the author of the poem is "A
brilliant young Irishman out of Oxford. His name is Oscar Wilde" (55). Having Dorian
mention Wilde completely changes the relationship between author and text, and along

with the use of the narrator creates an image ofWilde-as-Character, and suggesting a
degree of self-consciousness on Lewin's part as the screenplay writer.
However, Wilde-as-narration makes comments that run counter to Wilde ' s aesthetic
ideals and serve to further a simpler reading of the story. Once Dorian gains a reputation
for infamy, the voiceover announces that "Dorian considered evil simply as a mode
through which he could realize his conception of the beautiful," an idea that jars with
perceptions of good and evil in the original text (89). While using evil as a tool aligns

with Lord Henry's views on hedonism and manipulation, the idea that it is an essential
Part of Dorian's image of beauty contradicts Wilde himself. In the preface Wilde states
that "those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being
channing," and as Dorian is finding beautiful meanings in ugly things, he is presumably
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similarly gauche ( 3). While Wilde's characters do not have to follow his ideals, Dorian
never finds beauty in terrible things, yet the film makes him more obviously immoral by
suggesting he has a corrupt sense of beauty.
Even the ending is changed, as it is Gladys' love interest David who manages to catch
a glimpse of Dorian's portrait, when no one but Basil gets a chance to see it in the
original novel. He discusses the portrait with Gladys and Lord Henry, and the two
wonder about it, but otherwise nothing is made of it. Instead, Dorian's "sparing" of
Gladys becomes important, as it is one good deed that might cause a change in the
portrait. Wilde-as-Narrator tells the audience that "[I]t was there, almost imperceptible,
but surely it was there, in the eyes, struggling through the horror and the loathsomeness.
There was hope for him, then" (165). Dorian has no reason to be hopeful in the original
text, but here is allowed a moment of redemption, perhaps to suggest he is not completely
damned. He fmds the knife that he used to kill Basil, and decides that it "would kill his
portrait also, and free him at a stroke from the evil enchantment of the past" (56). Lord
Henry is also the first to discover Dorian' s body, instead of the servants, and in doing so
Dorian's corruption seems to reprove him for his influence over the lad.

ln adapting the text to film, The Picture ofDorian Gray was affected by film
censorship that reflects common perceptions of Wilde' s text. The same passages that
Victorian and contemporary critics have examined are also censored or excised, thereby
furthering the image of the novel as scandalous for those who have read the novel. For
viewers who have only seen the film, the edits create a less ambiguous story that is more
accessible to an audience unfamiliar with the novel. The addition of a greater female
presence through Gladys reduces the importance of Sybil by giving Dorian another love,
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and shifting the focus away' from the male characters. Lord Henry and Basil lose a degree
of their complexity, in order to ~eep the film ' s moral obvious. As seductive as Lord
Henry's theories may be, he cannot be too effective in convincing the audience of the
beauty of hedonism. While the image of The Picture of Dorian Gray as a morality tale
aligns with Wilde' s desire to create a story with a pronounced, but not overwhelming
moral, the film presents a decidedly simpler version of the original text.
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Chapter 5: Rebirth of a Novel: Will Selfs Dorian

As an iconic story of horror and corruption, The Picture ofDorian Gray invites
adaptation. Wilde's wit, while relative to the time and place in which he wrote, invokes
scenarios and absurdities of life all people face. Will Self, in creating a modem
"imitation" of The Picture of Dorian Gray, writes an adaptation as shocking as the
original once was. Subtexts of homoeroticism and debauchery become obvious themes,
and implications of brothels and opium dens are replaced by stark depictions of modem
sins. In fact, this imitation is essential, as Elana Gomel believes Wilde "can only be
'read' by imitation" (78). Will Self combines the sophisticated with the crude, and in this
juxtaposition interprets the novel for a new generation. Nonetheless, he also creates a
lurid world by working from Wilde's text of The Picture of Dorian Gray. In doing so, he
suggests that the gauche excesses of Dorian are extrapolated from the 189 1 novel. While
this is generally true, at times this new narrative reflects upon perceptions of The Picture
ofDorian Gray and Wilde, especially as it slyly references Wilde in ways that present

him as character and author. Self uses the image of the novel as a roman a clefin the
narrative. The epilogue in particular shifts the boundaries between text and truth and
creates questions of interpretation.
While Basil Hallward remains an artist in this new version, he uses video to capture
Dorian instead of canvas and paint. This project, dubbed "Cathode Narcissus," not only
shows Dorian in motion, but suggests the mass-marketing of a new era. Dorian becomes
not only a muse but a commodity, as he is displayed through several monitors that
Unparted "the most intense, carnivorous, predatory voyeurism" (12). While obviously
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depicting Dorian's beauty, the video becomes a way to display him without the ornament
or stylization of a portrait. While the portrait attempts to depict him as a young Victorian

man, rather than Narcissus or other historical-cultural figures, it doesn't hold the same
connotation of depicting its subject without idealization. Also, the portrait allows Dorian
to be aware of his own beauty, for in seeing it "A look of joy came into his eyes, as if he
had recognized himself for the first time" (25). The modem Dorian, in contrast, mimes
the actions he performs in the video, and so "youth and the images of youth waltzed to
the heavenly and eternal music of self-consciousness" (22). Looking at Dorian without
the stylization of the portrait also suggests Elana Gomel' s metaphor of Basil, Dorian, and
Lord Henry embodying the "three distinct subject positions involved in artistic creation:
the artist (or the writer), the model (or the character), and the audience (or the reader)"
(78). Here Dorian is the model, a character, but he is seen reflected on film instead of
being depicted in a painting, which would be a more imprecise depiction of him. This reimagining of the portrait further emphasizes the image of Dorian as a beautiful young

man to be watched and displayed, as Wilde' s Dorian retains a comparatively greater
degree of agency while interacting with Basil and Lord Henry. As Andrew Smith posits,
"it is significant that Dorian is aware of the complicated set of self-conscious gazes that
are suggested in Cathode Narcissus," as this awareness and ability to manipulate via his
appearance is vital to the plot of the novel ( 183 ). In creating Cathode Narcissus, Basil
also notes that "it'll be the last video installation I make," and that this particular medium
"was born decadent," subtly suggesting both Dorian's eventual hedonism and the selfindulgence of conceptual art (12). In particular, the use of a "multiple, and so over
determined, model of Narcissus," to quote Smith, is at once decadent by lushly
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overemphasizing the body and a reflection of Basil' s obsession with Dorian (183). After
the creation of Cathode Narcissus, Basil believes that "conceptual art will degenerate to
the level of crude autobiography," another self-aware play on Dorian' s reflection of his
sins through the art installation (13).

In Selfs adaptation, Basil himself has also become significantly less respectable.
Rather than the moralistic, respectable painter who tells Dorian to pray after seeing the
warped portrait, he is--like most ofthe cast--involved with drugs and debauchery. While
his obsession with Dorian and passion for art remain, "Baz" Hallward is a comparatively
self-absorbed artist chasing after an ideal, and relatively little else interests him in life.
Rather than being condemned for his devotion to Dorian, he is instead redeemed by it, as
Dorian remains--momentarily--untainted by the detritus of a morally bankrupt life. "I
want truth and beauty and honesty," Basil says of his relationship with Dorian, but rather
than being the sort of sly reference found in Wilde's novel it becomes a juxtaposition of
earnestness against cynicism (13). Nonetheless, once Dorian begins his slide into
immorality, Basil is left with nothing. He does, however, redeem himself just before
Dorian kills him. In refusing to transfer Cathode Narcissus to a new set oftapes, he
makes Dorian's immortality slightly more difficult to maintain. Nonetheless, the use of
film as a medium makes his creation of the work an attempt "to preserve the body," and

as such he becomes implicit in Dorian' s corruption (Smith 184). While nowhere as banal
as Lord Henry, Selfs Basil is used to disappointing relationships and obviously looks out
for himself. Rather than being the sensitive martyr of Wilde' s novel, here he is caught
between his genuine care for Dorian and the shallow, cruel modern world. Caught up in
drugs and the surface-over-substance art world, here Basil sees Dorian as not only an
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ideal but the symbol of a new era. " He belongs to a totally new generation, the first gay
generation to come out of the shadows," Basil says of Dorian, and so in this case the lad
becomes more than the object of Basil's love; he becomes an iconic symbol of an age

(12).
This assertion as made by Selfs Basil suggests the overlay of particular
interpretations onto the novel. In presenting most of the main cast as gay, Self confirms
the most common interpretation of Wilde ' s subtexts. "Baz would always love Dorian,
Wotton would never Jove Dorian but want him consistently, and Dorian would betray

Baz and never love anyone at all," Lord Henry tells the audience, and in doing so
explains in a sentence character dynamics that unfold over the entirety of Wilde' s novel
(16). Rather than inviting analysis and interpretation, these relationships are a foregone
conclusion, and as such can only be stated in a modem interpretation of the story. At the
same time, this blatant focus on homoeroticism makes it merely a part of the text, rather
than something hidden through veiled references. As such, when combined with the
open-mindedness ofthe modem reader, the text becomes approving if not celebratory in
nature. In particular, this focus uproots what Nils Clausson sees as the subversion of "the
potentially subversive homosexual plot of [Wilde' s] novel" due to "the association
between homosexuality and degeneration required by the Gothic plot" (344). As Self
depicts gay culture in the eighties as a contrast against upper-class Victorian society, he
creates a novel that is fundamentally contemporary and follows few, if any, conventions
ofthe Gothic novel. Therefore, the values and customs of both eras are extremely
different, if not outright compatible, but Self makes allowances for these differences. Self
is still applying his own interpretation to the characters even as he extrapolates from the
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text.
For instance, Lord Henry' s tepid relationship with his wife becomes a result of his
obvious lack of interest, and she becomes even more unfortunate in comparison. For Self,

Lord Henry fluctuates between being gay and not interested, more often than not using
sex simply as a part of his manipulation. Wilde's novel implies that Lord Henry pays little
attention to his wife, but when they meet " we tell each other the most absurd stories with
the most serious faces" (1 0). Surprisingly she is better at this deception than he is, but
"she makes no row at all" when she fmds out Lord Henry has hidden things from her
(Wilde 10). This implies she is an absolute saint, or that Lord Henry' s indiscretions are
more minor than they first appear. Comparatively, Selfs version of Lord Henry
obviously manipulates his wife and thinks nothing of her, generally referring to her as
"Batface" rather than Victoria. In the epilogue, his disparaging of her is implied to be a
side-effect of Lord Henry writing Dorian, as Victoria is always referred to by name in it.
Nonetheless, this habit only serves to emphasize his dislike of her, as Victoria interprets
the text as an attack on her. It also references the way interpreting a text becomes more
difficult when its characters are believed to be based on real people.
Lord Henry also manages to balance wit with vulgarity in a way that evokes Wilde' s
manipulative character while exaggerating him nearly to the point of caricature. In being

less connected to Wilde, he is allowed to act shamelessly, but in doing so implicitly
COndones a degree of decadence that far outstrips his excesses as penned by Wilde. His
lpeech all too often includes pastiches of Wilde's quotes as well, reflecting upon both the

nature ofSelfs text as are-imagining and she shallowness of modem wit. "I like persons

better than principles, and I like persons with no principles better than anything else in
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the world," Lord Henry quips, and while this bon mot reflects upon society, Self
envisions Lord Henry as a man who "likes bodies better than minds," and as such prefers
the brainlessly beautiful to the unprincipled (Wilde 13, Self 12). Of course, this
preference recalls Dorian's worry that Basil and Lord Henry see him as an art object
more than a person, although Selfs incarnation of the lad cares little for such distinctions.
At times he simply mirrors Wilde's original epigrams, lifting "A man can be happy with
any woman as long as he does not love her" straight from the original text, but this
mixture of wit and banality makes Lord Henry so compelling as a character (Self 113,
Wilde 139).
While Dorian emulates his path to self-destruction in Selfs novel, he seems
significantly less innocent than in Wilde's version. While obviously intrigued by Lord
Henry and Basil Hallward in both texts, but for Self the lad "had been impressed with
[Basil's] connections and excited by his air of debauchery" (14). Rather than being
completely under Lord Henry's influence, here Dorian takes a greater initiative in his own
destruction. Still, his innocence returns when he worries he' s being valued for himself or
his appearance. "Dorian felt uncomfortable with the way the older men were speaking;
was it at cross-purposes, or did they regard him and the video installation as entirely
interchangeable" he wonders, and like Wilde's Dorian they are both concerned with being
valued for shallow reasons (22). Here Dorian' s worry becomes more relevant, as in
modern life physical beauty is at once valued and consumed in ways the Victorian
Aesthetes could not imagine. Sex and beauty sell products, and through Cathode

Narcrssus
·
beauty as art and beauty as product intersect.
Self also writes with a particular self-consciousness, as he reworks Wilde's quotes for
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a new age and makes references to The Picture of Dorian Gray or Victorian culture. Lord
Henry's wife, for example, says her husband sees himself as "the decadent hero of
Huysman's novel" and notes that Lord Henry gave Dorian a copy of A Rebours (56).
"The Yellow Book" is now named, and has been given to Dorian much earlier than in
Wilde's novel. This shows the increased reach of Lord Henry's corrupting influence, as
Dorian is introduced to the book earlier, although he spends little time detailing the book
or its affect on him. In presenting Lord Henry as being so connected to A Rebours, he
becomes a symbol of both modem and antiquated corruption. Rather than being
disconnected to life and attempting to interact with others only through influence, Self s
Lord Henry revels in experiences, not unlike the corrupt hero he embodies.
Self also slyly references Wilde when he notes that Basil has green carnations growing
in the balcony garden of his apartment. "Wotton pointed out the peculiar green shade of
the flowers," he notes, and these sorts of references suggest a knowledge of Wilde both
as an in-joke and as part of the universe Self describes (19). This infusion of Wilde into
the text makes it not only a retelling of the novel itself, but a mixture of author and text.
Through growing the flower, Basil becomes the follower of his own author, Wilde, and
so the question of whether Basil is "what I think I am," as Wilde considers him to be,
becomes infinitely muddled (Letters 352). While perhaps little more than a throwaway
homage for Self, the addition of references to Wilde within the text change the way
author and character are viewed. Particularly, they invoke the idea that, as Guy and Small
put it, the way "our retrospective reading of Wilde's creativity is[,] one always colored by
the knowledge of the man revealed during the trials," which remains a viable, if not
occasionally obtuse, manner of analysis (Studying Oscar Wilde 21 ). As Dorian is an
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adaptation Self has the agency to pay homage to Wilde as he sees fit, but his references
reiterate the Victorian idea of The Picture of Dorian Gray as an intensely biographical
text. For all the changes made, Dorian uses references to Wilde and adaptations of The
Picture of Dorian Gray's most notable quotes to retain the feel of the original novel.

Nonetheless, the way these additions are integrated suggests Self is referencing Wilde
through the way he portrays Wilde's characters. Rather than seeing characters as an
extension of the author, as the Victorian critics did, Self makes Wilde a character by
referencing him.

In order to be updated with the times, many minor characters have been added. Mainly
various and sundry club attendees, drug dealers, and orgy participants, but they generally
serve as a backdrop of vague debauchery for the main players to wander by. Rather than
a slow slide into corruption, Dorian finds himself in the midst of modern hedonism
immediately, and requires no prompting to progress further. Lord Henry is all too helpful
to oblige, using drugs and money as much as his charm to manipulate Dorian. Not wholly
innocent, here Dorian's confidence is what makes him so appealing. While not being
inspired by Lord Henry to seek a new hedonism, he plunges into experiences and vices
with no thought of the consequences. Nonetheless, the text requires significantly explicit
explorations of vice in order to even approach the level of infamy gained by The Picture

ofDorian Gray in its first production. While Wilde wrote for his own pleasure and
perhaps to tell a morality tale, Self shifts the characters until their morals become far less
obvious. Self also has to play up the supposed "scandal" of the book, as nothing less will
shock--or perhaps merely catch the eye of--audiences. Corruption is an ordinary part of

the modern world, and so Dorian's thoughtless hedonism becomes as much a product of
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the age as own doing. Rather than being a difficult choice or a deliberate decision to flout
societal norms, Dorian is quickly thrust into a world of sex and drugs. Here all the
characters suffer for their actions, and so the book finally aligns with Wilde' s moral, even
if it comes to its conclusion in a roundabout way.
For anyone familiar with the source material, the changes, particularly the addition of
overt homoerotic relationships between nearly every combination of the main characters

'

suggest cultural perceptions of Wilde. To know of Wilde is to know of his trial, and
therefore one presumes that he put homoerotic subtexts into his fiction, primarily The
Picture ofDorian Gray. Therefore, the inclusion of overt homosexuality is a tacit

approval of Wilde as much as an extrapolation from the original text. Self is writing what
Wilde couldn't, regardless of whether or not Wilde would approve of the content of the
novel. Since he is allowed more freedom to express what could be, if not always what is
plausible when compared to the original text. Self is also presenting the 80s-90s gay
scene, and as such is expressing the characters in ways that run parallel to Wilde yet fit in
to a specific culture. Self has to adapt the characters while retaining the feel of the
original novel, but he is working with a far more cynical and empty era than that of the
Victorians.
At times aspects of the original novel are enhanced by Selfs additions. Most notably,
the degradation of Dorian' s portrait due to disease becomes all the more frightening when
Self mentions the threat of AIDS. While it's generally implied Dorian spent time with
prostitutes, Self turns this behavior from self-destructive to destructive to everyone, and
presents the repercussions of hedonism in a dangerous time. Dorian's eternal youth also
becomes far more sinister, as it keeps others from seeing any symptoms of the diseases he
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let alone showing his moral degeneration. More often than not, Self's changes

reinterpret Victorian ideas an metaphors for a new age, and even add to them. Lord
Henry, who seems forever associated with the shocking and the illegal, is perfectly suited
to a time when moralists have little hold on the common people and pleasure is a mere
fact of life.
Dorian's punishment for his moral corruption remains just as it was, but Basil and
Lord Henry suffer the consequences of their actions in different ways. Drug addiction and

AIDS are now part of the modem landscape and the characters' lives, and so become
unfortunate facts of life rather than "punishments" for moral degeneration. Dorian' s
infamy is now, in part, because he is seen as "a malevolent and intentional transmitter of
the virus," which does not mar his body ( 11 2). Here he becomes an agent of physical,
rather than moral, decay, and despite "being rich, beautiful, and seemingly eternally
youthful, he became a pariah" (112). His physical status as an icon of youth still belies
the truth, and now his friendship is " so fatal to young men" for an obvious physical
reason, rather than a more nebulous moral one (Wilde 117). Lord Henry manages to
manipulate everyone and remain composed despite his "sham marriage, rampant drug
addiction, and now the virus" (135). Basil also struggles with drug use, but he, like Lord
Henry, is merely indulging what is provided, rather than dealing with a moral failing. Self
Works to treat AIDS the same way, keeping it from becoming a punishment or symptom
of an "undesirable" lifestyle. Rather than being a secret vice like the opium Wilde's

Dorian indulges in, here rampant sex and drug use simply occur. Rather than the
hedonistic, aesthetic atmosphere of the late nineteenth century, Self makes his point
through the use of the free-spirited gay scene. Basil and Lord Henry, in being part of a
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new century with new vices, com~ out worse for wear. Comparatively, the contrast
between Dorian's beauty and his corruption becomes especially sinister. Nonetheless,
Self does not fall into the trope of using AIDS as a punishment for the characters, or
present it as anything more than an unfortunate fact of life. If anything, he uses the threat
of AIDS in conjunction with Dorian's eternally youthful and implicitly healthy body as,
to quote Smith, as representing "that which a heteronormative culture needs to abject: a
fear of death and dying which is symptomatically ' Othered' as part of the AIDS crisis,"
and as such his portrayal becomes a critique of " AIDS-as-punishment" narratives (185).
The character of Sybil Vane has also disappeared entirely, along with her family.
While not truly replacements, Herman and Ginger retain Sybil's idealism and James'
distrust of Dorian. Herman, a lower-class young man, is nowhere near the artistic ingenue
Sybil was, and if anything he inspires Dorian toward a greater disregard for society's
conventions. He is trying to get clean and sober, but when Dorian introduces him to Lord
Henry, the subsequent night of debauchery leads Herman to take his own life. Ginger, a
friend of Herman, is much like James Vane in his desire for revenge against Dorian, but
otherwise doesn't stand out. A couple minor women appear as Dorian's conquests, one of
whom Lord Henry "implied you gave her the virus," leading to her death (157). She
becomes merely one of many rumors surrounding Dorian, and so only serves to
emphasize his corruption. Overall, Sybil is replaced by various conquests, so women play
an even smaller part in Dorian than in either incarnation of The Picture ofDorian Gray.
This lack of women again references the modem focus on Wilde as simply a gay author,
as though it would be obvious or telling for him to write merely about men. As Wilde's
novel includes a greater female presence in its revised form, this return to a male-centric
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novel reflects common perceptions of Wilde. There's relatively little mention of love,
idealized or otherwise, when Dorian interacts with those around him, adding not only to
his coldness but also the image of loveless modern world.
Dorian's revelation of his portrait to Basil remains relatively faithfully adapted from
the original novel, but also turns Basil's obsession into outright love. Here Dorian
becomes infinitely more conupt, as he offers the now-clean Basil drugs before revealing
the corrupted video of Cathode Narcissus. Rather than being concerned with Dorian's
reputation, Basil is taken in by Dorian' s youth and easily manipulated. He's obviously
horrified at the changes that took place in his art, as it was supposed to represent a
beloved ideal. Unlike Wilde' s Basil, Selfs intended to display the piece, but in both
cases the works display Basil's obsession with Dorian. Rather than working with veiled
metaphors, Basil is markedly straightforward. Dorian accuses him of being shallow and
only caring for Dorian's youthful appearance, which echoes a reference from early in
Wilde's novel. Basil, in turn, responds that "I loved you when I made Narcissus" and "If
you really looked at it it's obvious I loved you then--and still do now," speaking in a way
Wilde's Basil simply could not (162). In making Bail's feelings for Dorian romantic, he
is playing off the homoerotic subtexts of Wilde' s novel that are so often considered
biographical, but he is also writing his own versions of the characters. This version of
Basil doesn't prompt Dorian to consider his life or to pray, showing that he is less of a
moralist than in the original. Dorian also shows him the conupted video for a reason
beyond shocking him. He needs "someone to transfer [the tapes] to new ones," and were
Basil to agree to do so he would be directly responsible for continuing Dorian's slide into
lllUnorality ( 164). In Wilde's novel Basil can do nothing to change the degeneration of

·.
.......

.

·.,

.

68

" ...·of~ ·

the portrait, but instead· Self gives Basil the ability to stop Dorian to some degree. In both
cases Dorian kills Basil, but his motive shifts in each version. Rather than killing Basil to
keep him from telling anyone about the portrait, in Selfs adaptation he does so because
Basil won't acquiesce to his wishes. Rather than reflecting Wilde, Basil is at his most
emotionally vulnerable and his most pathetic in these scenes. Rather than confessing
forbidden feelings, he's merely expressing sentiments that are mawkish at best when
contrasted against the realities of modern life.
The most intriguing addition by far is the epilogue, which changes the ending entirely
and adds a variety of biographical overtones. In the epilogue, the novel itself is revealed
to be written by Lord Heruy • and Dorian is repulsed by what has been written about him.
At the same time, it's heavily implied that Dorian is continuing his cursed existence, but
he's hiding it. His objections to the book and the discussion he has with Lord Henry's
wife nonetheless reflect common reactions to The Picture ofDorian Gray as a
biographical text. " It's all here, isn't it? It's all here - he despised me," Lord Henry's wife
says of the text, and in presuming that it describes the personal feelings of its author,

Dorian uses this pseudo-biographical reading to reference biographical analyses of The
Picture ofDorian Gray (257). In an interesting twist, by having Lord Henry as the author
ofthe book, he is "what the world thinks me" rather than "what I am," as Wilde describes
his characters in relation to himself (Letters 352). Therefore the novel becomes
metafiction, as it tells an exaggerated story about characters that are already exaggerated.
However, in looking at the reactions of Dorian and Victoria, Lord Henry's wife, to the
text, they suggest a biographical reading. For instance, in the epilogue Victoria is referred
to by name, instead ofthe nickname "Batface," and she doesn't possess the stutter and

..........·~~
absurd mannerisms of her "fictional" counterpart. She concludes that Lord Henry hated
her, and while this is an understandable extrapolation, when viewed alongside the
tendency to see The Picture of Dorian Gray as biographical it becomes problematic. " He
always swore blind he' d never write a novel, let alone a roman a clef' Dorian tells her,
and the use of the term "roman a clef' is particularly telling (Self 258). The term
describes a novel involving real events or people that are obscured through fiction.
Obviously, The Picture ofDorian Gray can easily be considered a roman a clef, to which
the epilogue self-consciously alludes. This becomes even more transparent when Victoria
realizes that "the book is a lengthy love letter," but it details Lord Henry's love for
Dorian rather than Basil's (259). This is a bit of a twist, however, as Basil' s relationship
with Dorian is usually the one that comes under scrutiny. Nonetheless, it is also an "odd
love letter," as Dorian puts it, and he objects to his characterization as "completely vapid
[and] murderous" (259). These changes were made not only to separate the fictional
Dorian from the "real" one, but also to subvert the idea of Dorian as a conventional love
letter. Throughout the entire book Dorian is at his worst, but at the same time he
exemplifies Lord Henry's desire for the creation of a new hedonism. Therefore, the book
is a love letter insomuch as it shows Dorian' s use of Lord Henry's new philosophy.
Dorian exclaims that " [h]e's taken colossal liberties with the truth," further cementing the
idea that the text is extrapolated from real events (259). At the same time the epilogue
questions this assumption, as Dorian still appears to have his eternal youth. Nonetheless,
in playing with these questions of interpretation and image of the text as a roman a clef,
Self makes Wilde and integral part of the text.
As Will Self adapts The Picture ofDorian Gray for a modem age, he creates a text as
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subversive as the original. Dorian's corruption is less an example of moral degeneration
than a by-product of an age steeped in sex and drugs. Self occasionally switches wit for
banality, but in doing so blends the Victorian and the modem to create a self-conscious
text. These juxtapositions also create a novel that crosses genres, as it uses Victorian and
modem tropes to create a text that requires an understanding of both fields to truly
appreciate. The changes he makes often reference Wilde and slyly suggest biographical
readings of the original text, although in doing so he looks at Wilde as a character rather
than seeing The Picture ofDorian Gray as an extension of Wilde. Whether referencing A

Rebours or updating Wilde' s quips for modem life, Self creates a novel that is both areimagining of The Picture ofDorian Gray and a cultural critique. That is to say, he
incorporates parts of different eras to create a novel that is neither completely modem nor
Victorian. Through reinterpreting characters and parts of the plot, Selrs novel becomes

The Picture ofDorian Gray as viewed through a lens of time and cultural influence.
While he brings his own vision to the plot, he also uses references to Wilde and
biographical interpretations of the text to allude to The Picture ofDorian Gray within
various cultural contexts.
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Chapter 6: Epilogue to a Novel: Conclusions about The Picture ofDorian Gray.

In looking at The Picture ofDorian Gray, one sees how a meaningful examination of
the text becomes difficult without acknowledging the influence of images of Wilde upon
the text. The censorship of the novel at the hands of the Victorian public and critics
prompted many of the edits made between the Lippincott's magazine edition and the
completed novel, most of which shifted the focus of the novel from Basil and Lord Henry
to Sybil. Dorian's influence over Basil, while genuinely homoerotic, gains greater
notoriety when connected to Wilde, although it is a relatively small facet of a complex
novel. To conflate the novel's characters with Wilde or any of his relationships is to
simplify the characters, the themes of the novel, and the text. Wilde undoubtedly brought
his wit and some of his theories about art and life to the text, but otherwise it stands alone
from his life. Even adaptations are not free from the same censorship prompted by the
Victorians, as the 1945 film shows. Even sixty years later, the same passages noticed by
the Victorians face scrutiny and censorship, although the film was also influenced by
images of Wilde as an outrageous, if not scandalous figure.
Through these adaptations, the main focus of the texts shifts between the horror of
Dorian's corruption and the hedonism he embraces, moving from the sensuality of the
Lippincott's magazine edition ofthe text to the completed novel and the censorship of the
film to Selfs contemporary adaptation. Each generation viewing the text adds its own
interpretation, from the stringently-moral forties to the unflinchingly gritty present.
Whether Dorian is a poor lad caught up in hedonism, his own self-importance, or even
some supernatural force, he remains a character adapted to tell the story the author or

.,
.... "11

.

~·-:~~

72

••

screenwriter desires. Whether these adaptations keep the characters the same or change
them, they nonetheless add subtle references to Wilde, thereby acknowledging the way
Wilde has become both a cultural figure and an author.
Even Wilde's two versions of the text remain obviously marked by negative critical
responses from Victorian critics. While such responses suggested a deliberate obtuseness
and desire to apply rigid standards of morality to the novel, they also imply the Victorian
unease with Wilde as a person. The standards they apply to the text run counter to
Wilde' s views of art and morality, and so misunderstanding the text becomes an
inevitability. Unfortunately, these reactions tot he book prompted many of the changes
made between the Lippincott's edition and the final novel, although the reason for these
changes seems less like simple censorship and more like attempts to prompt the audience
to see The Picture of Dorian Gray as a morality tale. While Wilde suggested a strong
moral message within the text, its lurid descriptions and seductive portrayal of hedonism
made the moral harder for Victorian critics to identify. Nonetheless, the responses to the
first version of the text reflect upon the critics themselves more-so than Wilde or his
stated purposes.
Will Selfs adaptation presents a more modem version of The Picture of Dorian Gray,
although it focuses more obviously on sex and sinfulness than the other versions ever
could. In the morally-bankrupt world of the eighties, Dorian' s story is unfortunate but not
unusual, as he finds himself overcome by the glamorous world of drugs and sex that is as
much a part of fame as infamy. Self occasionally references Wilde throughout the text,
and in doing so adds a level of self-consciousness that keeps Dorian from being a mere
retelling of the story, rather than a combination of adaptation and homage. The epilogue

73
.....

..~.r~ ..

and its discussion of Dorian as a roman a clef within the novel itself hints at biographical
interpretations of The Picture ofDorian Gray. Although the characters represent
themselves on the page, rather than Wilde and his friends, such references are subtle
enough to reference such interpretations without becoming obvious. Here Dorian
becomes a greater villain than in Wilde's text, but the supporting cast also becomes
morally ambiguous in order to facilitate the use of the more contemporary setting. Self
mixes the Victorian and the modem to create a text that can reference Wilde while
reinventing Wilde's own novel. Much like the use ofWilde-as-Voiceover in the 1945
film, these additions present Wilde as a character as much as an author. In doing so, they
are able to show the way Wilde has become a cultural icon over the years, and as such
perceptions of him influence perceptions of his novel.
The Picture of Dorian Gray is an intensely personal novel, but to directly equate any
part of it with Wilde, his life, or his friends, is to simplify a complex novel and keep it
from being a creation of the author instead of a representation of him. Individuals bring
their own perspectives when analyzing the text, but the repeated scrutiny of the same
passages suggests the readers' preoccupation with interpreting the text in particular ways.
While Victorian critics attacked the subtexts Will Selfs adaptation ofthe text celebrates,

in both cases they focus on the same aspects of the novel. It is essential to carefully
consider the necessity of performing a biographical analysis of The Picture ofDorian
Gray when exploring the novel and its place alongside Wilde's plays. In his preface,
Wilde reminds the reader that "[I]t is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors,"
and while he is speaking to Victorian critics, the relationships between author, audience,
and art are parts of analysis that must be explored as one writes (3).
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